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Chapter 1 


“Zeke, honey! We're waiting for you! Come on down!” 


Zeke Simpson rolled his eyes and groaned at the sound of his 
mother's shrill voice. He couldn't believe what she had done. She had taken 
what could have been a perfectly good twelfth birthday party... and ruined 
it. 


“Oh, Zeeeeeeke!” she yelled again cheerily. “Everybody's here. The 
clown is about to start!” 


The clown, Zeke thought. He shook his head. He was miserable. A 
clown! Why on earth had his mom hired a clown to perform at his birthday 
party? Didn't she know that the cutoff age for clowns was four — at the 
oldest? Come to think of it, even when he was four, he hadn't liked clowns. 
He had never liked clowns. Ever. 


“Oh, Zeeee—” 


“COMING!” Zeke barked. He frowned and glanced around his room, 
where he had been lying on his bed for the last half hour, avoiding the 
party. 

As far as he could tell, there was nothing in here that proclaimed: 
“My name is Zeke Simpson, and secretly, I love clowns.” There weren't 
any of those long, skinny balloons tied up in dorky knots to look like 
puppies. There weren't any face paints or bushy rainbow wigs. No, in fact, 
if he had known his mom was going to hire a— 


“Hey, Zeke! What are you waiting for? A written invitation?” 
“Yeah, Zeke. You invited us, remember?” 


Joanna and Eddie. Zeke felt queasy. Why had he invited them? Well, 
they were his two best friends — but they also talked more trash than 
anyone else in the neighborhood. In fact, when it came to making 
wisecracks, they were more like one person than two. They even looked 
alike, with their blond hair, blue eyes, and fiendish-looking smiles. 


Zeke shook his head. Obviously Joanna and Eddie couldn't believe 
Zeke's mom had hired a clown, either. The only difference was that they 
probably couldn't wait to start ragging on him about it. And he couldn't 
exactly blame them. After all, he probably would have done the exact 
same thing at one of their parties. 


“T'll be right down!” Zeke finally shouted. “I just... uh, have to use 
the bathroom.” 


“Well, hurry up,” Joanna called back. “Idris won't start without you.” 


“Idris?” Zeke muttered under his breath. He pushed himself off the 
bed. Even the clown's name was stupid. Zeke shuffled out of his room and 
into the bathroom. He didn't actually have to use it or anything — he just 
didn't want to have to face Joanna. Or Eddie. Or the fifteen other kids who 
were all crowded into his living room, staring at some dumb clown and 
probably thinking, Zeke Simpson is the biggest loser on the planet. 


Zeke glanced at himself in the bathroom mirror. 


Before today, he had always thought of birthdays — especially his 
own — as happy, wacky events. His parents always made a big deal out of 
them because he was an only child. But right at the moment, he didn't look 
like someone who was about to have the time of his life. No, with his plain 
blue baseball cap pulled low, his longish brown bangs hanging in his 
droopy brown eyes, and his lips twisted into a sour grimace, he looked 
more like somebody who had just been sent to the principal's office. 


With a sigh, Zeke closed the bathroom door behind him. There was 
no point in hiding up here any longer. He had to go downstairs. Clown or 
no clown, it was his birthday party. He had to make some kind of 
appearance. 


“Is that Zeke Simpson I hear?” boomed a low, gravelly voice as Zeke 
walked down the stairs. “Zeke Simpson, the birthday boy?” 


Great, Zeke thought. Just great. What's-his-face was going to make a 
big deal about his birthday. This was going to be even worse than he had 
expected. 


When he reached the bottom stair and turned into the living room, he 
froze. 


This was going to be much worse than he had expected. 


His mom and dad had cleared away the couches and coffee table. All 
seventeen kids were sitting comfortably on the gray carpet. Everyone was 
staring at him. Nobody said a word. 


Zeke caught a glimpse of Joanna and Eddie at the back of the crowd, 
sitting side by side. Joanna was smirking. The mild queasiness Zeke had 
felt upstairs suddenly kicked in with a sickening jolt. 


“So this is the birthday boy, huh?” said a voice behind him. “Not 
much to look at, is he?” 


Zeke whirled around angrily. “What—” 


“Just kidding, my boy,” interrupted the clown. He extended a white- 
gloved hand. “Pleased to meet you. Idris Zanzibar McFloot, at your 
service.” 


Zeke paused for a second, scowling. He peered at the guy closely. At 
first glance, Idris Zanzibar McFloot looked pretty much the way Zeke had 
expected. His face was painted white, with red cheeks and a round red 
knob for a nose. Orange frizzy hair stuck out from underneath an oversized 
black top hat. He was wearing red floppy shoes and a baggy black polka- 
dot outfit. There was a big fake yellow flower pinned to his shirt. 


But the longer Zeke looked, the more he realized there was 
something... different about this clown. Idris didn't have a smile painted 
on his face — but his expression wasn't exactly sad, either. It almost 
looked as if he were sneering. 


Yes... aS a matter of fact, Idris Zanzibar McFloot looked kind of 
mean. 

“Well, are you going to shake my hand, or what?” the clown 
demanded. 

Slowly, cautiously, Zeke moved his hand toward Idris's glove. He 
shook his head. The guy's voice was weird, too. Normally, clowns had 
goofy, high-pitched voices, didn't they? But Idris's voice was low and 
sinister, almost like a growl— 


BUZZZZZ! 


“Ow!” Zeke yelped. Something had shocked his hand when he 
touched Idris's glove. It sent a shiver of electricity through his entire body. 
He snatched his arm away. Behind him, he could hear everyone cracking 


up. 
“What was that?” he cried. 


Idris shrugged and held out his palm. In it, there was a little red 
button. “Joy buzzer,” he replied. “Oldest trick in the book. You gotta watch 
yourself around clowns, Zeke.” 


Zeke could feel his face getting red. But before he could say anything 
else, Idris put his arm around him and steered him into the living room. 
“So I hear you don't like clowns too much, “ Idris whispered loudly. 


A few of the kids giggled. 


Wait a second. Zeke had never said he liked clowns — but he hadn't 
mentioned anything about not liking them, either. If he had, his parents 
wouldn't have hired this jerk to perform at his party. He shook his head, 
flustered. “I never said —” 


“Don't worry about it,” Idris cut in. “I'm not a big fan of most of 
them, myself. But have you ever seen a clown who can do this?” 


Idris reached into his mouth and began pulling something out of it. It 
was a purple handkerchief. And he didn't stop pulling. There was another 
handkerchief tied to the end of the first, and another tied to the end of that 
one — and another, and another. Zeke's eyes widened. Idris kept pulling 
the handkerchiefs out of his mouth until he had a rope of them that must 
have been at least five feet long. Then, with a final brisk tug, he pulled the 
last one out — and deftly wrapped them all up into a tight little ball. 


“Now watch carefully,” he instructed. 


In a motion almost too fast for Zeke to fully see, Idris tucked the ball 
of handkerchiefs under his top hat. 


“So where do you think they are, birthday boy?” Idris asked. 
Zeke hesitated. He glanced at Idris's hat. 


“You're looking at my hat,” Idris said with a sly grin. “Well, I don't 
think they're under my hat, Zeke Simpson. I think my purple hankies are 
under... your hat!” 


And with that, Idris yanked Zeke's blue baseball cap off his head and 
held it upside down in front of Zeke's face. Sure enough, the ball of 
handkerchiefs was sitting inside of it. 


“Ladies and gentlemen!” Idris cried, waving the hat in front of the 
kids. “I present to you Zeke Simpson, the Great Handkerchief Thief!” 


Everybody sitting on the rug burst into applause. 
In spite of himself, Zeke suddenly started laughing. 
The Great Handkerchief Thief? 


He stared at Idris, who winked at him. Zeke shook his head. As much 
as he hated to admit it, Idris's trick had actually been sort of funny. 


“The old purple handkerchief gag,” Idris whispered quietly under the 
sound of the clapping crowd. “Gets 'em every time. So what do you think 
about clowns now, Zeke?” 


“Uh...” Zeke's voice trailed off. He wasn't sure what to say. He had 
gone from feeling embarrassed to angry to amazed in the space of about 
ten seconds. One thing was for sure: Idris Zanzibar McFloot may have 
been weird, but he definitely wasn't boring. He wasn't like any clown Zeke 
had ever seen. Maybe his mom hadn't made such a huge mistake by hiring 
this guy after all. 


“No,” Idris said slowly, in a voice that was barely a hiss. “Your mom 
did the right thing by bringing me here.” 

Zeke took a step back. 

How had Idris known what he had been thinking? Zeke hadn't been 
looking at his mom or anything; his mom wasn't even in the room. And the 


way he had spoken had been odd. There had been a harsh edge to his 
voice. 


It's almost like he read my— 


“Zeke Simpson, the Great Handkerchief Dork!” Joanna suddenly 
yelled. 


Zeke rolled his eyes. He should have known Joanna was going to say 
something. Everyone in the room started laughing again. He looked at 
Eddie and waited, thinking: Your turn. 


But Eddie didn't say anything. He was just staring at Idris. And he 
didn't look as if he were going to talk any trash. He didn't even look the 
least bit amused. 


No... Eddie was wearing an expression Zeke had never seen before. 


He looked scared. 


Chapter 2 


“Don't worry about it, Zeke,” Idris whispered after a moment. “We'll 
see who the real dork is.” He chuckled. “Oh, yes. We'll see.” 


Zeke paused. “Uh... what do you mean?” 


“Never mind,” Idris muttered. Suddenly he raised his voice. “Let's 
hear it one last time for Zeke Simpson, the birthday boy!” he cried. 


Once again, the audience on the floor burst into applause. 


Zeke glanced back at Eddie. Eddie wasn't clapping. He still looked 
pale. Zeke couldn't help but feel as if something wasn't right. What had 
Idris been talking about? Nothing he said seemed to make any sense. 
Nothing... except for when he had read Zeke's mind. 


“Have a seat now,” Idris said. “Let's bring up a new volunteer.” He 
pointed to Joanna. “You there, young lady!” 


Joanna grinned as she stood up. “Oh boy, oh boy,” she said 
sarcastically. “This is gonna be real fun.” 


Zeke made his way to the spot where she had been sitting. Joanna 
poked him in the ribs as he passed her — but he hardly noticed. He was 
too busy looking at Eddie. 


“What's up?” Zeke whispered as he sat next to him. “You don't look 
so hot.” 


“That trick,” Eddie hissed back. “It was weird. I mean, it was like... it 
was like he really made those handkerchiefs switch places.” 


Zeke started to nod. “I know...” 
All at once, he stopped himself. 
Eddie never talked like that. Ever. 


Zeke smiled. Eddie was putting him on, as usual. Zeke couldn't 
believe he'd fallen for it. Eddie was the last person who would be scared of 
some run-of-the-mill magic trick. 


Shaking his head, Zeke turned back to the show. His imagination was 
seriously getting the best of him. There was no way a clown could read his 
mind or make things disappear. It was ridiculous. Sure, Idris was strange... 
but scary? No way. Eddie was just trying to freak him out. Zeke would 
have done the exact same thing at Eddie's birthday. 


“And what's your name, young lady?” Idris was asking Joanna. 


Joanna folded her arms across her chest and cocked an eyebrow. 
“What's it to you, buddy?” she asked. 


Idris just chuckled again. The sneer painted on his face seemed to curl 
into a grin. Zeke laughed. He nudged Eddie, but Eddie didn't respond. 


“Another person who doesn't like clowns!” Idris exclaimed. 
“Excellent! Well... Joanna... do you know what we do with people who 
don't like clowns?” 


Joanna's eyes narrowed. “How did you know my —” 


“We turn them into people who love clowns!” Idris shouted gleefully. 
Just then, the fake flower on his shirt squirted a sloppy stream of water 
right into Joanna's face. 


“Wh—whassa —” she spluttered, stumbling backward. 


Zeke found himself cracking up. This clown stuff was pretty funny, 
actually. Especially when the joke was on somebody like Joanna. Zeke 
nudged Eddie again, but Eddie's face remained blank. 


“Oh, I'm sorry — how rude of me, “ Idris said. He pulled a little white 
towel from his pants pocket and held it out to Joanna. “Here. Dry off.” 


Joanna just glared at him. Water trickled off her face onto the floor. 
“Don't worry; it won't bite,” Idris said, winking at the crowd. 
After a few seconds, Joanna slowly reached for the towel. 


But just as her fingers were about to touch it, Idris snatched it away 
and pulled something else out of his other pocket. It was a blowdryer. He 
shoved it right up against Joanna's nose and pulled the trigger, blasting hot 
air into her face. “On the other hand, this might be faster!” 


“Hey!” Joanna squealed, “That tickles!” She squeezed her eyes shut 
and wrinkled her nose, trying to squirm away from him. Her long blond 


hair went flying in all directions. 
Idris stopped the blow-dryer. He raised his eyebrows at the audience. 


“This doesn't look like someone who hates clowns, now does it?” he 
asked. He pointed at Joanna, who was now huddled in the corner, giggling 
uncontrollably. Most of her hair hung in her face. 


“No,” Idris said. “This looks to me like someone who loves clowns.” 


Before he even knew what he was doing, Zeke started clapping. Idris 
was unbelievable. Nobody had ever made Joanna eat her words in such an 
amazingly short amount of time. He was brilliant. A master. 


Everybody else started clapping, too. Everybody except Eddie. He 
looked as if he were about to be sick. 


“Oh, come on, man,” Zeke said. “The joke's over. Isn't this guy 
awesome?” 


“What joke?” Eddie mumbled. 


Zeke pursed his lips. “You're not trying to tell me you're really scared 
of a clown, are you?” 


“I'm not scared,” Eddie said. “It's just that...” He let the sentence 
hang. 


“Tt's just that what?” 


Eddie opened his mouth, but right at that moment, Zeke's mom burst 
into the room. 


“Birthday cake time, everyone!” she called. “Follow me.” 


“Forget it,” Eddie said quickly. He pushed himself to his feet and 
joined the mob of kids that were swarming through the front hall and into 
the dining room. 


Zeke shook his head as he watched Eddie rush from the room. If 
Eddie wanted to keep this lame gag going, that was fine with him. Zeke 
would just have to remember to play some equally stupid joke on him 
when his birthday rolled around. 


He glanced back at Idris, who had now given Joanna the towel to 
wipe her face. Joanna was still giggling. Zeke hopped to his feet. Normally 
he would have been first in line for birthday cake — even if it wasn't his 


own birthday. But right at that moment, he seemed to have forgotten his 
appetite. 


“That was a pretty cool trick with the handkerchiefs,” he said. 
Idris nodded. “You liked that one, huh?” he asked in his odd, 


rumbling voice. He jerked his head once toward Joanna. “What did you 
think of the flower?” 


Zeke grinned at Joanna. “That was pretty cool, too,” he said. 


“Yeah, I figured you'd like that one,” Idris said, tucking the towel 
back into his pocket. “Especially after the 'Great Handkerchief Dork' line. 
That's the great thing about clowns. They can make anyone — and I mean 
anyone — look like a dork.” 

Zeke's grin widened. Idris may have been a grown-up, but he didn't 
talk like any other grown-up Zeke knew. He talked more like... well, 
Joanna and Eddie and Zeke. 


Idris leaned closer and lowered his voice. “You guys like playing 
pranks on each other, don't you?” 


Zeke flashed another smile at Joanna. “Well, I guess you could say 
that...” 


“Pranks like this?” Idris asked — and in a flash, he plucked Zeke's hat 
from his head and tucked it under his own black top hat. 


“Hey!” Zeke said, laughing. 


“Looking for something?” Idris asked, removing his top hat and 
holding it up to Zeke's face so he could see inside of it. “I don't have your 
hat, Zeke.” 


Zeke peered into the top hat. Sure enough, his lucky blue baseball cap 
was gone. All he could see was an empty, black space. 


“But I'll tell you what,” Idris said. He gently placed the top hat back 
on his mop of frizzy red hair. “I'll find it for you — on one condition.” 


Zeke raised his eyebrows. “What's that?” 


“That you and your friend here — and your friend Eddie — become 
my apprentices,” Idris replied. 


Joanna burst out laughing. “Are you serious?” 


“Young lady,” Idris answered smoothly, “when it comes to being a 
clown, I am always serious.” 


Zeke didn't say anything. He couldn't believe what he had just heard. 
A clown's apprentice? 


“All I ask is that you come to my Clown College on Sunday evening 
at six P.M.,” Idris said. 


“Tomorrow?” Zeke asked. “That's kind of short notice...” 


“T'll give you directions,” Idris continued. “And the moment you start 
learning the tricks of the trade, you'll be on your way to pulling pranks like 
this.” He reached into his pocket and yanked out Zeke's blue baseball cap, 
then placed it on Zeke's head. “See — I told you I'd find your hat. Now 
you have to keep your end of the bargain.” 


Just then, Zeke's mom poked her head into the living room again. 
“Come on, everyone! The birthday candles are lit. We're waiting for the 
birthday boy!” 


Zeke looked at his mom, then at Joanna, then back at Idris. He 
chewed his lip for a minute. Did he really want to go through with 
something like this? The tricks were cool, but on the other hand, Idris was 
wearing the dumbest outfit Zeke had ever seen. Still, there was no denying 
that Idris was good at making wisecracks and pulling pranks. Very good. 
Incredible, in fact. 


“Well?” Idris prodded. 


Zeke took a deep breath. He wasn't even sure what he was going to 
say before he said it. But then he heard himself asking a question — a 
question he'd never thought he'd ask in a million years. 


“Mom?” he said. “Can I become a clown?” 


Chapter 3 


Zeke looked at his watch, then shook his head. It was already half 
past six. He pulled the crumpled directions out of his pants pocket one last 
time and squinted at them in the fading sunlight. 


“Are you sure we're going the right way?” Eddie asked tentatively. 
“This doesn't seem right...” 


“How would you know?” Joanna asked. “Have you ever been to this 
part of town before?” 


Eddie didn't say anything. Neither did Zeke. The truth was that none 
of them had ever been here before. Yesterday, when Zeke first looked at 
Idris's directions, they hadn't seemed very confusing. In fact, they seemed 
pretty simple. There were only two turns. Straight on North Maple. Right 
on Thirteenth. Left on Black Oak. Building #777. 


Zeke looked up at the street signs on the corner. They were at 
Thirteenth and Elm. They must have passed at least twenty streets named 
after trees — and not one of them had been “Black Oak.” Thirteenth Street 
looked as if it stretched endlessly into the distance. Zeke frowned. “How 
many different kinds of trees are there, anyway?” he mumbled. 


“Are you sure we didn't pass Black Oak back there?” Joanna asked. 


“I'm sure, I'm sure.” Zeke sighed. “I... uh, I guess we should just 
keep going. “ He shoved the directions back in his pocket and started 
walking again. 


“Look, maybe we should just turn around and go back,” Eddie said, 
glancing around nervously. He fidgeted on his toes. “I mean, we're late 
anyway, and, um... to be honest, this neighborhood kind of gives me the 
creeps.” 


“Ha, ha, ha,” Zeke said dryly. “Come on. Let's go.” 
“T'm not joking, man,” Eddie said. “Just look around you.” 


Zeke took a quick glance at his surroundings. Actually, Eddie sort of 
had a point. Zeke had been so busy concentrating on the street signs that he 


hadn't noticed — Thirteenth Street was completely deserted. The buildings 
around them were mostly crumbling, run-down warehouses with broken or 
boarded-up windows. Bits of litter swirled past them in the wind. It didn't 
exactly look like the kind of place where someone would want to live — 
or have a Clown College, for that matter. For a second, Zeke wondered if 
maybe they were lost. 


“There's something wrong about this,” Eddie said. “I'm serious. I just 
don't think this is a good idea.” 


Zeke flashed a glance at Joanna. She just shrugged. 


“Look, Eddie,” Zeke said finally. “Will you tell me what's going on? I 
mean, you've been acting totally freaked out ever since my birthday party.” 


Eddie shifted on his feet. “All right,” he said after a minute. “But you 
have to promise me you won't laugh.” 


Zeke stole another peek at Joanna. She was biting her cheek in an 
obvious effort not to giggle. “Um, Eddie?” she mumbled. “I don't think 
any of us, including you, are the kind of people who can keep that sort of 
promise.” 


Eddie's face soured. “Well, try, all right?” 


“I promise,” Zeke said quickly. He'd never seen Eddie so serious, 
“Come on. Can't the three of us go for more than five minutes without 
putting each other down or making some kind of joke out of everything?” 


Joanna just shrugged again. “I don't know. I've never tried.” 


“Well, there's a first time for everything,” Zeke said firmly. “Go on, 
Eddie.” 


“All right.” Eddie lowered his voice. “It's just that... didn't you guys 
notice all these weird things about Idris? Like the fact that he knew 
Joanna's name? Or my name?” 


Zeke shook his head. “Eddie — he could have asked my mom.” 


“Maybe,” Eddie said. “But that's not all, not by a long shot. All the 
tricks he did looked real, didn't they? I mean, the blow-dryer he used 
wasn't plugged in or anything. And the way he made those handkerchiefs 
appear under your hat...” 


“Eddie, he's a professional,” Zeke cut in. “His tricks are supposed to 
look real. I mean, why do you think we're even going to his Clown 
College? We're going so we can learn how to do these tricks ourselves!” 


“T don't know,” Eddie said in a shaky, faraway voice. “See, when I 
was a little kid, my older brother told me this story about a clown who 
wore a black top hat. He had this clown school. Everyone who went to the 
clown school disappeared. But the clown was never caught. He 
disappeared, too. “ Eddie's voice rose. “My brother said it was in the news. 
Don't you think that's kind of a weird coincidence?” 


All of a sudden, Joanna started whooping with laughter. “In the news! 
Whoa, Eddie. That's enough. I gotta tell you, man, you really had me going 
there for a second. That was good. That was really good.” 


“T'm serious!” Eddie barked. 


“Come on, Eddie,” Zeke said. In spite of himself, he was starting to 
smile a little, too. “That's ridiculous.” 


“Maybe,” Eddie mumbled doubtfully. 
Zeke paused. “Eddie... are you putting us on?” 
“No!” he shouted. 


“Well, do you believe every story your older brother tells you?” Zeke 
asked. “Remember the one he told you about the man-eating trash 
compactor?” 


“This is different, “ Eddie insisted. “I mean it.” 


“Eddie, Idris is not an evil clown, and we are not going to disappear 
at his Clown College,” Zeke stated, struggling to keep a straight face. “Do 
you think my mom would let me go if she thought Idris was bad news? 
She knows Idris. She hired him. And she said that Clown College would be 
a good, productive way for me to occupy my time.” 


“Actually, she didn't say that,” Joanna pointed out. “She said Clown 
College would probably be a waste of time because you already were a 
clown.” 


“Whatever,” Zeke muttered. “The point is —” 


“Hello there!” boomed a familiar, gravelly voice from across the 
street. 


Zeke peered into the darkness. They'd been standing on the corner 
talking for so long that the sun had already fallen far below the horizon. A 
shadowy figure was approaching them. In the pale, dim light of a single 
streetlamp, Zeke could just barely make out the silhouette of a top hat. 


“Idris!” Zeke called, relieved. “I thought we'd never find you.” 


“T figured you might have been lost,” the figure replied as he drew 
closer. “So I came to look for you myself.” 


“Uh... good.” Zeke forced himself to smile. Idris was dressed in a full 
clown suit — in fact, the same exact suit he had worn yesterday at Zeke's 
party. His face was still painted. It was a little weird, especially since he 
was walking around public streets. Didn't he ever wear normal clothes? 


“My Clown College is just three more blocks down that way, on 
Black Oak Street,” Idris said. “You were headed in the right direction.” 


“Whoops,” Joanna said. “Sorry we're late. It was just a little farther 
than we thought.” 


“Oh... it's no problem,” Idris answered glumly, lowering his eyes. 
“But, unfortunately, I don't think we'll have time to see the Clown College 
today.” He sighed. “It's already seven o'clock, and I have an appointment 
at seven-thirty.” 


Zeke wrinkled his nose in disappointment. If only they hadn't wasted 
all that time standing on the corner listening to Eddie ramble on about evil 
clowns with top hats... 


“But it doesn't really matter,” Idris said, suddenly looking cheerful. 
“Because the only thing I really wanted to do was to give each of you one 
of these.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out three small black 
books. 


Zeke leaned forward to get a closer look. The books were very old. 
Printed in neat gold type on each cover were the words The Great Clown 
Handbook. A smile spread across Zeke's lips. 


“Reading this book is the first step to becoming a clown,” Idris said 
solemnly. “Your jobs are to master what's inside. These belong to you.” 


“To us?” Zeke said, shaking his head in disbelief. He took one of the 
books from Idris. It felt strangely heavy in his hands. “But they look so... 
valuable.” 


Idris chuckled. “Don't worry. I trust the three of you. I know you 
won't lose them.” 


Zeke didn't know what to say. He felt honored. “Wow. Thanks.” 


“Yeah, thanks a lot,’ echoed Joanna, who was already eagerly 
flipping through the pages. 


Eddie remained silent. He didn't look too excited. He just looked as if 
he wanted to get out of there as soon as possible. 


“And that's not all,” Idris said. “I'm also going to give each of you a 
gift.” 
“A gift?” Eddie murmured apprehensively. 


“That's right.” Idris reached into his pocket and pulled out a bright, 
bulbous red orb that was about the size of a pool ball. He shoved it in 
Eddie's direction. “Eddie — I want you to have my special clown nose.” 


Eddie took a step back. “Well, uh, I don't know...” 
Zeke frowned. “Come on, Eddie.” 

Eddie didn't move. 

Joanna nudged him. “Take it,” she hissed. 


Finally Eddie grabbed the nose and jammed it into his pocket. He 
didn't even bother to look at it. 


Zeke smiled apologetically. Luckily Idris didn't seem to notice Eddie's 
strange behavior. He had already turned his attention to Joanna. 


“And to you, young lady, I give my special purple handkerchiefs,” he 
announced. The sneer painted on his face twitched mischievously. “Now, 
you are the Great Handkerchief Dork.” He placed the wad of purple cloth 
in Joanna's free hand. 


“Thanks a lot, Mr. McFloot,” she said, grinning. 


Zeke smiled to himself. Joanna, the world's greatest trash talker, was 
actually thanking someone — a clown, no less — for calling her a dork. 


And with that big, toothy smile on her face, she certainly looked as if she 
fit the title. Zeke was just about to say something when suddenly he 
remembered what Idris had told him yesterday at the party: We'll see who 
the real dork is. Oh, yes. We'll see. 


It was almost as if he'd known this was going to happen. 
“Now it's your turn, Zeke.” 


Zeke shivered. The breeze had picked up a bit. Idris's eyes glistened 
in the dim light of the streetlamp like two shiny drops of water. He seemed 
to be staring at Zeke, studying him. For the briefest instant, Zeke wondered 
if maybe he had been right when he thought Idris could read his mind. 


“Something wrong, Zeke?” Idris asked. 


“Nah,” Zeke said. He took a deep breath. Being in this weird part of 
town was just making his imagination run wild again. Idris couldn't read 
anyone's mind. What had he been thinking? It was coincidence — nothing 
more. 


“Good.” Idris bent his head and removed his top hat. “I'd like you to 
have this.” 


Zeke's jaw dropped. “Are you sure?” 


“Of course I'm sure. It's not like this is my only top hat. I've got about 
ten more back home.” He placed it over Zeke's head, but it was so big that 
it dropped to his shoulders and covered his entire face. Idris took it off and 
frowned. “You'll grow into it,” he mumbled. He pushed down on the top 
end, and it flattened like an accordion. Then he handed it to Zeke. “There. 
Now it's much easier to carry.” 


“Cool,” Zeke said, shoving it into his jacket pocket. “Thanks.” 


“No problem.” Idris stepped back and nodded at the three of them. 
“Yes... very good, very good,” he muttered. He seemed to be talking to 
himself. “Now you're all on your way to becoming full-fledged clowns.” 


Nobody said anything for a few seconds. Finally Joanna cleared her 
throat. 


“So, um, when should we come to see you next?” she asked. 


“Oh... I'll be in touch,” Idris said. “But before I leave you, I want to 
tell you the golden rule of clowning. You must never forget it.” He leaned 


in closer. 
Zeke held his breath. This was going to be good. He knew it. 
“Never try to beat a clown at his own game,” Idris whispered. 


Hmmm. Zeke blinked, then wrinkled his brow. That was it? He had 
been expecting something more along the lines of: “Joy buzzers: Don't 
leave home without them.” He glanced at Joanna and Eddie. Joanna raised 
her shoulders. Eddie was just shaking his head. 


“Uh... what do you mean?” Zeke asked. 


Idris's painted sneer shifted into a grin. “You'll see.” He laughed. “Oh 
yes. You'll see.” 


All of a sudden he stood up straight and clapped his hands loudly. 
There was a bright flash, a booming sound, and the air instantly filled with 
smoke. Zeke turned away for a second, coughing and trying to wave the 
white mist out of his face. 


“Tdris?” he finally managed. 


But when the smoke cleared, Idris was gone. 


Chapter 4 


Nobody said much of anything on the long walk back home. But Zeke 
didn't mind. He was too busy looking through The Great Clown 
Handbook. He'd been studying it so intently that he'd nearly tripped over a 
curb and fallen on his face at least three times. 


This is so cool, he kept saying to himself. 


The book was divided into three parts. The first part was entitled 
“Living Your Life as a Clown.” Zeke skipped over that. The next two 
sections looked much more interesting. The second was called “Gags, 
Stunts, and Tricks.” And the third — the coolest of all — was called 
“Showstoppers.” 


“Hey, check this out,” Zeke said. His eyes flashed over the frayed, 
yellow pages as he turned toward the end of the book. “There are 
instructions in here on how to make yourself disappear in a cloud of 
smoke. That must be what Idris did.” 


“Yeah, and right after that there's this thing called ‘The Box of 
Doom’,” Joanna said. “You can make yourself disappear into a collapsing 
black box.” 


“Really?” Zeke flipped the page and began reading out loud. “The 
Box of Doom. Step One: Remove lid. Step Two: Recite the following chants 


“You guys?” Eddie interrupted. “Do you think maybe we can go for 
five minutes without talking about anything having to do with clowns?” 


Zeke stopped walking and looked up. Eddie was standing still, 
glowering at him. His arms were folded across his chest. Joanna looked up 
from her book and rolled her eyes. 


“Don't worry, Eddie,” she said flatly. “We're safe now. We're almost 
home. We're a block from Zeke's house.” 


“I'm not worried,” Eddie grumbled. “I'm just sick of all this clown 
stuff.” 


“Well, then maybe you should read the book,” Joanna said. Her lips 
curled up into a half smile. “That way, as soon as we start talking about 
clowns, you can make yourself disappear in a cloud of smoke.” 


Zeke bit his lip. Please don't laugh, he pleaded with himself. Please 
don't laugh— 


“Funny,” Eddie said in a dull voice. “Maybe you should give up 
trying to be a clown and think about becoming a stand-up comic.” 


“Well it's about time,” Joanna said with a sigh. “I was wondering 
when you were going to start being your old self again.” 
“I'm not the one who's acting differently,’ he snapped. “You guys 
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are. 


Joanna just shook her head. Uh-oh, Zeke thought. He closed his book 
and put it in his jacket pocket, next to the folded top hat. “What do you 
mean?” he asked. 


“What I mean is that ever since you met Idris Zanzibar Mc-What's- 
His-Face, you've become totally obsessed with clowns!” Eddie threw his 
hands in the air. “You're acting like dorks!” 


“At least we aren't scared of them,” Joanna muttered. 


“Whatever. I'm telling you, something is wrong with that guy,” Eddie 
said grimly. “Call me a wimp if you want. I don't care. But something is 
definitely wrong with that guy.” 


Zeke couldn't believe what he was hearing. Eddie was losing his 
mind. “Listen,” he said as calmly as possible. “I'll tell you what. Joanna 
and I will stop talking about clowns every second, if you just agree to give 
Idris a chance.” 

Eddie didn't say anything. 


“Eddie, why don't you go home and read The Great Clown Handbook 
tonight?” Joanna suggested. “Maybe if you saw what's in the book, you'll 
start to think differently about Idris.” 


“Yeah,” Eddie said. His voice was hollow. “Maybe.” 
“Tt couldn't hurt,” Zeke prodded. 


“Well, what's so great about the stupid clown rule book, anyway?” 
Eddie demanded. 


Zeke opened his mouth, then closed it. He wasn't quite sure how to 
answer that. It was true that the book was filled with all kinds of neat 
stuff... but there was also something more. Zeke seemed to feel different. 
It was as if a wild desire to act totally crazed was now waiting to burst out 
at any second. When Zeke flipped through the book's pages, he really felt 
like a clown. And he liked it. 


“See?” Eddie said. “You can't even tell me.” 


Zeke looked at Joanna. He wondered if she felt the same way. 
Judging from the giddy look in her eyes, he was sure she did. 


“Well, let me ask you a question,” Zeke said slowly. “Do you think 
that it's possible — just possible — that you might be freaking out for no 
reason? I mean, nothing bad has happened yet. Right?” 

Eddie looked at the sidewalk. “I guess not,” he admitted. 

“Just read the book, “ Joanna said. “You'll be glad you did.” 


After hesitating a few more seconds, Eddie finally nodded. “Fine. I'll 
read it. But let's make a deal. Tomorrow at school, we go the whole day 
without talking about clowns, okay?” 


“Deal,” Joanna said firmly, flashing a quick smile at Zeke. 


“Deal,” Zeke echoed. He glanced at his watch. “Uh-oh,” he mumbled. 
He'd told his mom he'd be home at eight, and it was already eight-thirty. “I 
gotta get home. I'll see you guys tomorrow.” 


“Remember—not a word about clowns!” Eddie shouted after him as 
he ran down the block. 


“All right,” Zeke called back. But he didn't really mean it. He was 
sure that once Eddie gave the book a chance, he wouldn't be able to put it 
down, either. 


The moment Zeke got home, he raced right up to his room and 
immediately flopped down on his bed. The house smelled of meatloaf, one 
of his favorites, but he hardly noticed. He didn't even bother to take off his 
jacket or to say hello to his parents. He wanted to get reading again as soon 
as possible. 


“Zeke, honey?” his mom called from downstairs. “Is that you?” 


“Yeah,” he replied absently. “Sorry I'm late.” He opened up The Great 
Clown Handbook and turned once again to “The Box of Doom.” 


“Your dinner's getting cold,” his mom called. 


“I'm not hungry,” he called back. He began to read again where he 
had left off. Step One: Remove lid. Step Two: Recite the following chants— 


“You have to eat something, Zeke. Anyway, your father and I want to 
hear all about Clown College. Come on down.” 


“T have to?” Zeke groaned. 
“Ves!” 


“Okay.” Sighing, he snapped the book shut and stood up. He looked 
around his room. Clothes and books and tapes were strewn everywhere. It 
was a mess. He knew he had to put the book somewhere very safe — a 
place where he would be sure not to lose it. 


Then he remembered. The top hat. 


He yanked the folded top hat out of his pocket and stuck his hand into 
it, pushing it back to its normal size. Then he placed it upside down on the 
floor next to his bed. He dropped the handbook into it. Perfect. 


“Zeke?” his father called. 


“Coming!” Zeke yelled as he closed the door and came down the 
stairs. 


His parents were seated at the kitchen table, busily eating meat loaf. 
When Zeke sat down, his dad looked up. He adjusted his glasses, peering 
at Zeke closely. 


“Is it windy outside, son?” he asked. 

Zeke shrugged and picked up his fork. “I guess a little. Why?” 
“Your hair looks windblown,” he said. 

Zeke's mom nodded. “Yes. And your cheeks look flushed.” 
'Really?” Zeke paused. “It isn't that windy.” 


All of a sudden, his mom started laughing. “Zeke — did you put 
something in your hair?” 
“Did I... what?” 


“Your hair,” she said, waving a forkful of meat loaf at him. “It looks 
kind of reddish. Did you try on some hair dye or something at Clown 
College?” 


“IT didn't even go to the Clown College,” he murmured, almost to 
himself. He put his fork back on the table and pushed his chair back. “Uh 
— can I be excused for a second?” 


“Sure,” his mom answered. She exchanged glances with his father. 
Zeke bolted to the first-floor bathroom. 
When he looked in the mirror, he gasped. 


Ever since Zeke was a little boy, people had always told him how 
much he looked like his father. Zeke never thought so — especially since 
his dad didn't have very much hair. But their hair was the same color, at 
least: dark brown. 


Not anymore. 


Zeke swallowed. His mother was right. His hair did look reddish. His 
father was right, too, for that matter. It also looked windblown. Instead of 
being straight, it was slightly curly. Frizzy, almost. 


In fact, his hair looked very much like Idris's. 


He couldn't believe it. 


Not only was he starting to feel like a clown... he was starting to look 
like one, too. 


Chapter 5 


“Mom, for the last time — where did you put The Great Clown 
Handbook?” Zeke demanded angrily. 


“Zeke, for the last time, I didn't touch anything in your room!” she 
yelled from downstairs. “I don't even know what you're talking about!” 


Zeke just shook his head. Was he going nuts? He had put The Great 
Clown Handbook into the top hat, hadn't he? So why wasn't it there? He 
hadn't moved it before going to bed last night... 


“Zeke, if you don't come down here soon, you're going to miss the 


bus!” his mom shouted. 


“One more second.” Zeke's eyes frantically searched the room for 
what seemed like the thousandth time. It just didn't make sense. Where 
could it have gone? It had been there last night. At least he thought it 
had... but when he woke up this morning, it was gone. He had torn his 
room apart for the past forty-five minutes looking for it. But it had simply 
disappeared — vanished into thin air. 


Don't worry. I trust the three of you. You won't lose them. 


Idris's words came back at Zeke like a slap in the face. He put his 
head in his hands. This was just great. Idris had trusted him with a valuable 
book, and Zeke had promptly lost it. And the most pathetic thing was that 
he didn't even have an excuse. 


Zeke stared at the empty top hat. He could see nothing but black 
space inside of it. 


“Please come down here and eat your breakfast, Zeke,” his mother 
commanded. 


Well, there was no point driving himself crazy anymore. “I'll be right 
down,” he called finally. “I'm just going to wash my face.” 


Hanging his head, Zeke trudged into the bathroom. I really must be 
losing my— 


“Ahbh!” he cried. 


There, in the bathroom mirror, was the same frizzy red hair he had 
seen last night. He suddenly forgot all about the book. What was 
happening to him? His hair was not supposed to look like that. Maybe Idris 
had somehow slipped some dye into his hair last night when he hadn't been 
looking. That had to be it. There was no other explanation... 


“Zeke!” his mother shrieked. “Come down here this instant!” 


“Okay, okay,” he mumbled in a quivering voice. He turned on the 
faucet and shoved his head under the running water, furiously pulling the 
strands of his hair in an effort to rinse them of the red color. But when he 
looked back in the mirror, there was no difference. He looked exactly the 
same — except that now his hair was flat and he was sopping wet. 


Just then, he heard the faint honk of a horn. 

“Oh, no,” he breathed. 

The school bus had arrived. 

“ZEKE!” 

In a panic, Zeke dashed back into his room and grabbed his blue 
baseball cap. He pulled it as tightly as he could over his head, trying to 


cover as much of his hair as possible. Then he slung his book bag over his 
shoulder, snatched up his jacket, and sprinted for the stairs. 


“You and I are going to have a serious talk when you get home, 
young man,” his mother stated harshly as Zeke hurtled down to the first 
floor and flung open the front door. “You're twelve years old now. There's 
no excuse for missing breakfast or —” 


The door swung shut behind him. He leapt onto the bus and stood still 
for a moment, panting, as the bus pulled away from the curb. His hair was 
still dripping. 


“Zeke,” Joanna called from the back. “Over here.” 


Joanna was in the very last seat, sitting alone. Zeke began making his 
way down the narrow aisle. He frowned. Where was Eddie? The bus 
picked up Joanna right after him. They always sat together. 


“Hey, Zeke,” somebody yelled. “Great party Saturday.” 


Another kid slapped Zeke's back as he walked past. “Yeah, Zeke. That 
clown was a killer.” 


Zeke tried to smile, but all he could manage was a sort of tired, 
confused nod. Suddenly he noticed something odd. Joanna was wearing a 
big, floppy brown hat. Joanna never wore hats. All of her hair was tucked 
underneath it. His heart picked up a beat. 


“What's with the hat?” he asked nervously as he sat down beside her. 


Joanna sank down in her chair. “You wouldn't believe me if I told 
you,” she whispered. 


Zeke swallowed. “Wanna bet?” 


Joanna glanced around furtively to make sure that nobody else in the 
bus was listening. “Something happened to my hair, “ she hissed. 


Zeke nodded grimly. “Something like this?” He shifted so that Joanna 
could see the back of his head. 


“You, too! Oh, jeez... What's going on, Zeke?” 


Zeke shrugged. He slouched as low as he could in the seat. “I don't 
know. I'm thinking Idris might have slipped something into our hair when 
we weren't looking.” 


“Yeah, I thought that, too.” Joanna shook her head. “But I washed my 
hair like eight times this morning and it still hasn't come out.” 


“Are you serious?” Zeke groaned. “I can't believe this. Hey, where's 
Eddie?” 

“He's sick, I guess. His mom came out and said something to the bus 
driver when we stopped in front of his house.” 

“T wonder if something happened to his hair, too,” Zeke muttered. 


“Yeah,” Joanna said distantly. “If it did, I bet he's totally freaking 


out 


Zeke sat up straight. “You're right. I bet something did happen to his 
hair. He's probably not sick at all. You saw how freaked out he was last 
night.” Zeke began to feel ill. “I bet he's scared out of his mind.” 


Joanna nodded quickly. “We should call him when we get to school,” 
she said in an unsteady voice. “He'll probably feel better if he knows the 


same thing happened to us.” 


“Good idea.” Zeke swallowed again. He stared past Joanna out the 
window as the bus bounced down the street. As much as he hated to admit 
it, he was starting to get a little scared. Why had Idris pulled such a mean 
prank on them — on a school night? Didn't he know that they couldn't go 
to class looking like clowns? Maybe Eddie had been right all along. Maybe 
there was something wrong with Idris. 


“You know, we should also give Idris a call as soon as we get home 
this afternoon,” Joanna said. Now she sounded more angry than frightened. 
Her jaw was clenched tightly. “Maybe we should even pay him a visit. 
There's no way I'm going to school two days in a row wearing this lame 
hat.” 


Zeke took a deep breath. “We will,” he said. “Believe me, we will. “ 


As soon as the bus pulled into school, Zeke and Joanna headed for the 
pay phone in the front hall. Zeke dropped a quarter in the slot and punched 
in Eddie's number. 


After three rings, the line picked up. “Hello?” Eddie answered in a 
hoarse voice. 


“Eddie!” Zeke whispered, keeping his voice down so that the mass of 
kids rushing past wouldn't overhear him and think he was going crazy. 
“Hey man, are you all right?” 


“Hi, Zeke,” he said flatly. “No, I'm not all right. Far from it.” 
Zeke gulped. “Are you sick?” 

“No, wouldn't say I'm sick. Not exactly.” 

“Ts it your hair?” Zeke breathed. 


“Oh, yeah — that's definitely part of it. But that's not the worst of it.” 
Eddie sighed miserably. “You see, Zeke, I stupidly listened to your advice. 
I went home and read The Great Clown Handbook. And the truth is, I liked 
it. I liked it so much that I decided to try on the clown nose Idris gave me.” 
He paused. 


For some reason, Eddie's sudden silence frightened Zeke more than 
anything that had happened this morning. “And?” he whispered. 


“And I haven't been able to get it off. It's stuck. If my mom can't find 
a doctor who can remove it, it looks like I really am going to have to be a 
clown. Permanently.” 


Chapter 6 


By the time the last bell rang, Zeke felt as if he were going to jump 
out of his skin. He had never wanted to leave school so badly before in his 
life. And it wasn't just because people had snickered at the bits of red, 
frizzy hair poking out from under his baseball cap. No... It was because he 
couldn't stop thinking about Eddie's nose. He nearly slammed into Joanna 
as he ran for the bus. 


“Hey,” she said tentatively. “How's it going?” 

He grunted in response. 

“T wonder if Eddie was able to get...” She didn't finish. 
“Me, too,” he whispered, keeping his head down. 


He didn't say anything during the entire bus ride home. His mind was 
whirling. If Idris really had slipped them some kind of permanent hair dye, 
had he also put some kind of permanent glue into Eddie's clown nose? At 
least they could cut off their hair if worst came to worst. It would be really 
lame to be bald, but their hair would grow back. Eddie couldn't exactly cut 
off his nose. 


Once the bus dropped them on Joanna's street, they headed right 
around the corner to Eddie's house. Zeke's palms were sweaty. He kept 
casting quick little glances at Joanna as they approached Eddie's front 
walk. He saw her swallow. It was almost funny; Eddie's little white brick 
house had never, ever seemed forbidding — until now. The sky behind it 
was a dull gray. Dead leaves drifted across the lawn. The windows were 
dark. 


“Do you think he's home?” Joanna whispered, pausing in front of the 
door. “Maybe he went to see a doctor or something.” 


Zeke shrugged. “There's only one way to find out.” He pressed the 
doorbell. 


There was a rustling noise inside, followed by the sound of quiet 
footsteps. “Who is it?” Eddie's voice asked. 


“It's us,” Zeke hissed. 


“One sec.” The bolt on the door unlocked. Zeke held his breath. He 
stared at Joanna. Her eyes were wide under the brim of her hat. Slowly, the 
door opened a crack. 


“Eddie!” Zeke exclaimed. 


All at once, the air came rushing out of Zeke's lungs in a flood of 
relief. Eddie's hair was a tangled, red mess; his face was twisted in anger 
— but his nose was back to normal. 


“Come in, quick,” Eddie said. He grabbed Zeke and Joanna by the 
arms and yanked them inside. “I don't want anyone to see my hair like 
this.” 


“How'd you get the nose off?” Joanna asked breathlessly. 


Eddie slammed the door shut behind them. “I... uh, well — it's...” He 
shook his head and sighed. “Forget it. Let's go up to my room. It's a long 
story.” 


Zeke fell in behind Joanna as they followed Eddie up the stairs. The 
house seemed oddly quiet and dark. “Where's your mom?” Zeke asked. 


“She's out getting some kind of glue solvent or something, “ Eddie 
said. “She doesn't know I got the nose off. It just happened like fifteen 
minutes ago.” He rounded the corner at the top of the stairs and pushed 
open the door to his room. “Be careful,” he warned before he went in. “It's 
kind of a mess.” 


Zeke carefully tiptoed in after Joanna. “Whoa,” he muttered. Eddie 
hadn't been kidding. He couldn't even see the rug under all the junk that 
was piled high: tweezers, clamps, a hammer, a wrench — plus dozens of 
other tools he didn't recognize, not to mention the usual assortment of 
clothes, comic books, and empty gum wrappers. The three of them picked 
their way across the room and sat on Eddie's bed. Zeke sat in the middle. 


“Did you use all this stuff to try to get your nose off?” Joanna asked, 
amazed. 


Eddie nodded, frowning. “Yup. When the wrench didn't work, I was 
afraid we were going to have to amputate.” 


Zeke bit his lip. For some reason — even though the circumstances 
weren't funny — Eddie's response had made him want to smile. And the 
way Eddie looked, with his bright red hair sticking out in all directions... 
Zeke suddenly lost control of himself. Before he knew what he was doing, 
he was laughing hysterically. 


“Hey!” Eddie snapped. “What's your problem? You think this is a 
joke?” 


Zeke shook his head furiously, trying to fight back the laughter. He 
looked to his left, then to his right. Both Joanna and Eddie were glaring at 
him. In desperation, he clamped his mouth tightly shut, but his entire body 
was shaking. What was the matter with him? This wasn't funny. But the 
more he tried to convince himself of that fact, the more he wanted to 
laugh. 


“Are you nuts or something?” Joanna barked. “Eddie almost lost his 
nose!” 


“I know, I know,” Zeke gasped. A few last chuckles managed to 
escape. Finally he drew in a deep, quivering breath. “I'm really, really 
sorry, man,” he said. “I don't know what came over me.” 


“I do,” Eddie stated. His voice was low and deadly serious. “It's Idris. 
He's turning you into a clown — and you don't even know it.” 


Zeke blinked. The uncontrollable urge to laugh was suddenly and 
completely gone. “Come on, Eddie,” he said, licking his lips anxiously. 
“What are you talking about?” 


“What do you think I'm talking about?” Eddie cried. He snatched 
Zeke's hat off his head and hurled it across the room, then jerked a shaky 
finger at his hair. “Just look at you. Look at all of us. We're starting to look 
like Idris!” 


“Eddie...” Zeke raised his hands. “Okay, I admit, I was a little 
freaked myself — at first. But this is hair dye, Eddie. Nothing more. It was 
just a lousy prank.” 


“Oh, yeah?” Eddie demanded. “What makes you so sure?” 


Zeke opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He suddenly realized 
he really wasn't so sure. He just hadn't let himself think about any other 


possibility. 


“You want to know something, Zeke?” Eddie asked. “I spent two 
hours in the shower today. Two hours. My fingers looked like raisins when 
I came out. But my hair was more red than it was when I went in.” 


“Me too,” Joanna chimed in. “Me too.” 


Zeke ran a hand through his own frizzy red hair. He shook his head. 
There had to be some kind of reasonable explanation. Maybe the dye just 
lasted a really long time. “Well, what about your nose?” he finally asked. 
“You were able to get that off. Right?” 


“Yeah, I was,” Eddie said gravely. “But that's the freakiest thing of 
all.” He reached under his pillow and yanked out The Great Clown 
Handbook, then shoved it in Zeke's face. “I had to use this.” 


Zeke hesitated. “Uh... what do you mean?” 


“Last night, when I was looking through this, I didn't pay much 
attention to the first part. You know, ‘Living Your Life as a Clown’.” Eddie 
began flipping through the first few pages. “But just now, before you guys 
came, I remembered seeing something about clown noses in the table of 
contents.” He suddenly stopped turning the pages and handed the book to 
Zeke. His face was pale. “Right here. Page forty-eight.” 


Zeke brought the book close to his face and peered at the page. 


Instructions for Temporary Removal of Jolly Red Nose: 
Step 1. Place hand over nose. 
Step 2. Recite the following chant: 


Nose, nose, jolly red nose 

Why it sticks, no one knows 

I'll unstick it with this rhyme 

And stick it back some other time. 


Step 3. Grasp firmly and pull. 


Zeke looked up at Eddie when he had finished reading. The desire to 
whoop with crazed laughter was welling up inside him again. Luckily, he 


fought it back. “Eddie, are you trying to tell me that you were able to get 
your nose off by saying some stupid poem?” he asked. 


“That's exactly what I'm trying to tell you,” Eddie grumbled. 
Zeke cocked an eyebrow. “A wrench didn't work — but this did?” 


“Zeke, don't you get it?” Eddie shrieked. “It's... it's...” He couldn't 
seem to bring himself to finish the sentence. 


“Magic?” Joanna suggested in a quiet voice. 
Eddie let out a deep breath. “Exactly.” 


Zeke closed the book and put it in his lap. He shook his head. “Uh, 
guys — I hate to break it to you... but there's no such thing as magic, 
remember?” 


“Well, how do you explain it?” Eddie demanded. 
“Yeah, Zeke,” Joanna murmured. “It is kinda weird.” 


“Look, maybe the nose just finally came loose.” Zeke smiled. “But 
saying this chant .. Eddie, a three-year-old could have written this. It's not 
magic.” 


Eddie scowled. “Fine. If that's what you want to believe, you keep my 
clown nose.” He bent over and picked the nose off the floor, then put it in 
Zeke's lap along with the book. “I'm quitting clown school.” 


Zeke sighed. “Eddie, come on —” 


“I'm serious, Zeke,” he interrupted. “You can keep that book, too. I 
don't want to ever see or think about Idris Zanzibar McFloot again.” 


Zeke looked at Joanna. She didn't say anything. She was just staring 
at the floor. 


“I'm telling you, there's nothing wrong with that guy,” Zeke said 
carefully. “We're just all a little upset right now because of all the stuff 
that's happened. Idris likes pulling pranks, that's all. But I bet you by 
tomorrow morning our hair will be back to normal.” 


Eddie shrugged. “If that's what you want to believe, go ahead. You go 
to Clown College if you want. But I'll bet you a million bucks that our hair 
is only gonna get worse. Everything is gonna get worse.” 


Zeke didn't say anything else for a long time. He held The Great 
Clown Handbook in his lap with both hands and gazed at gold lettering on 
the cover. There wasn't anything bad in there. It was just a bunch of silly 
rhymes and cool, zany tricks. Eddie's problem was that he hadn't liked 
Idris from the start. And because of that, he was letting all these foolish, 
half-baked ideas simmer in his head. 


“T'll tell you what,” Zeke finally said. “T'll take the clown nose home 
and try it on myself. And if I become convinced that this book has evil 
powers, I'll quit the Clown College, too. Deal?” 


Eddie looked him right in the eye. “Deal.” 
Zeke stuck out his hand. Eddie shook it. 


“Of course,” Zeke added with a sly grin, “if I'm right, you owe me a 
million bucks.” 


Eddie didn't smile back. “If you're right, Zeke, I'll pay you ten million 
bucks.” 


Chapter 7 


“Hello?” Zeke called when he walked in the front door. “Anyone 
home?” There was no answer. Good, Zeke thought. The house was empty. 
He reached into his jacket pocket and took out Eddie's clown nose. Even 
though he wasn't worried about getting it off, he didn't exactly want his 
mom to see him looking like a clown. 


“Here it goes, “ he whispered. 


The clown nose made a little slurping noise as he jammed it onto his 
face — almost like a vacuum cleaner. Schluuurp. Zeke twitched. The nose 
was a little tight. In fact, he couldn't breathe through it. 


“Hello, my name is Zeke,” he said out loud. 


It sounded as if he had a bad, bad cold. “Hullo, by nabe is Zeke.” He 
chuckled once and headed up to his room. 


Maybe I'll just leave the nose on after all, he thought. He pushed open 
the door to his room. It would actually be pretty funny to go to school 
looking like Idris... 


All at once, he frowned. His room was a shambles. Of course — he'd 
spent all morning searching for The Great Clown Handbook. He wriggled 
out of his jacket and dumped it on the floor, dropping it right next to the 
upside- down top hat. As soon as he took the nose off, he'd start looking 
for the book again. But right now, he had to prove that Eddie owed him ten 
million dollars. 


He grabbed the nose and yanked it. 
Nothing happened. 
He yanked it a little harder. The nose still wouldn't budge. 


Finally he put both hands on it and tugged with all his might. “Ouch!” 
he yelped. That time, it had actually sort of hurt. But the nose was still 
stuck to his face. 


He couldn't believe it. He was sure the glue had been all used up by 
now. Obviously, he was wrong. 


He gave it one last desperate pull. There was no point. The nose was 
stuck to his face. 


His breathing grew a little faster. He glanced around his room for 
something — a pair of scissors, a clamp... but there was nothing. Come to 
think of it, there was nothing in his house he could really use at all. The 
Simpson family didn't keep many tools around. Eddie had tried a wrench, 
after all. The Simpsons didn't even own a wrench. 


Zeke could hear his heart pounding in his chest. Would he just have to 
wait? He swallowed. Eddie had been forced to wait almost an entire day. 


He began pacing around his room. His knees were wobbly. What had 
he been thinking? He should have listened to Eddie. He should have never 
made that dumb bet... 


Suddenly he froze. 


His jacket was lying there on the floor. And inside his jacket pocket 
was Eddie's copy of The Great Clown Handbook. 


Zeke shivered. Had Eddie been right? Did he actually have to say 
some lame four-line poem in order to get the nose off? 


At this point, he really didn't have anything to lose by trying. He had 
to get this nose off any way he could — as fast as possible. His mom 
would be home any minute. 


With trembling fingers, he took the book out of the jacket pocket and 
opened it to page forty-eight. He put his hand on his nose. Then he 
whispered as fast as he could: “Nose, nose, jolly red nose; Why it sticks, 
no one knows; I'll unstick it with this rhyme; And stick it back some other 
time...” 


Then he pulled at it as hard as he could. 
Thwock! 
It popped off into his hand. 


For a moment, Zeke just stood there, staring at it in disbelief. This 
can't be happening, he said to himself feverishly. It has to be a 


coincidence... 


Just then, a bizarre idea occurred to him. There was one way he could 
prove if this magic stuff was coincidence or not. His copy of the book was 
still missing. And the last place he had seen it was inside the top hat. He 


tossed the nose onto his bed and flipped to the section entitled “Gags, 
Stunts, and Tricks.” 


There! His eyes flashed over the page. 


Instructions for Making Objects Disappear 
and Reappear into Magic Top Hat: 


Step 1. Drop object into upside-down top hat. 
Step 2. Hold top hat right side up. 
Step 3. Recite the following chant: 


Pickles, onions, sauce, and kraut 
Make this (place name of object here) 
Come right out. 


Zeke frowned. That chant was even more stupid than the first one. 
But it seemed easy enough. He had already taken care of step number one. 
He grabbed the hat off the floor with his free hand and flipped it right side 


up. Then he whispered, “Pickles, onions, sauce, and kraut; Make this 
handbook come right out.” 


There was a thumping noise at his feet. 
Zeke's stomach twisted painfully. 


In a way, he really hoped he had lost the book. He held the top hat 
aside and looked at the floor. 


There on the floor, right next to his sneakers, was his copy of The 
Great Clown Handbook. The gold lettering glittered in the sunlight that 
streamed through his windows. 


And that could mean only one thing. 


Eddie was right. 


Chapter 8 


BRRRIIIING! 


“Aagh!” Zeke shrieked. It took him a second to realize that the phone 
was ringing. He dropped the hat and Eddie's book on the floor, then leapt 
over to his desk and snatched up the receiver. “Hello?” he hissed, panting. 


“Zeke?” Joanna's voice asked. “Are you all right?” 


“Sure,” he said sarcastically. “Except for the fact that I'm freaking out 
and the phone just scared me half to death, I'm doing great. Peachy.” 


“What's going on?” she asked. 


Zeke paused, frightened of what he was about to say. “Eddie's right, 
Joanna,” he breathed. “Something is wrong here. That book does have 
magic powers. Or some sort of powers.” He was too bewildered to go on. 
“Or something.” 


“I'm not surprised,” Joanna replied. “Zeke — have you looked in the 
mirror since you got home?” 


Zeke could feel the blood draining from his face. “Uh — well... um, 
no,” he stammered. “I just got —” 


“Take a look,” she commanded. “Now. I'll wait for you.” 

Zeke let the phone clatter to his desk. He bolted to the bathroom. 

His eyes bulged when he saw the face in the mirror staring back at 
him. 

Eddie was more right than he could have ever dreamed. 


Zeke's hair was now a bright, fiery orange. It was frizzy and unkempt, 
sticking straight up in some places. But that wasn't all. His skin was a 
ghostly white — except for two perfectly round red splotches on his 
cheeks. The tip of his nose was pink. 


“T look like a clown,” he whispered in horror. 


He took a step back. His jaw hung open slackly. He was barely aware 
of what he was doing as he walked back to his room and picked up the 
phone. 


“Joanna?” he croaked. 


“Not too pretty, is it?” she muttered. “But don't feel bad. I look the 
same.” 


“The red cheeks?” Zeke asked. 
“And the pink nose,” she answered. “Oh — and the hair, of course.” 


Zeke blinked. He felt totally numb. “I don't get it. You looked totally 
normal just now at Eddie's. Well, except for the hair, but...” 


“T don't get it, either, Zeke,” Joanna said. “But one thing is for sure. 
We are turning into clowns. And it's getting worse.” 


“Well, what do you think we should do?” Zeke asked in a strained 
voice. 


“T think we should throw away all the stuff Idris gave us and quit 
Clown College and never talk to him again,” she said quickly. “How does 
that sound?” 


Zeke nodded, gulping. “Sounds perfect.” 
Just then he heard the front door opening downstairs. 
“Zeke?” his mother called. “Zeke, are you home?” 


“Uh-oh,” Zeke said. “My mom's home. What is she going to say 
when she sees me like this?” 


“1 don't know,” Joanna said. “My mom just thought I was playing 
with clown makeup. Maybe you should tell her that. It would be a heck of 
a lot easier than telling the truth.” 


“That's true, I guess.” Never in a million years did Zeke think he was 
going to have to make excuses for wearing makeup. He heard his mom's 
footsteps on the stairs. His head dropped. “Oh, man,” he moaned. 


“Look, I better go,” Joanna said. “Good luck.” 


“Thanks. Bye.” He hung up the phone. His mom appeared in the 
doorway. 


“T thought you were here, “ she said sternly. “We need to discuss your 
behavior this morning. Ranting and raving about missing books is no way 
—” She broke off. A baffled smile spread across her face. “Zeke, what on 
earth have you done to yourself?” 


Zeke looked at the floor. He felt his face getting hot. “Oh, I was just 
messing around with some of Idris's clown makeup,” he mumbled. “Look, 
I'm sorry about this morning. But can I ask you a question?” He lifted his 
head. “About Idris?” 


“Uh... sure,” she said uncertainly. 
“Where did you find him?” 


“In the phone book,” she answered. She put her hands on her hips. 
“Zeke what is going on here? What is this about?” 


But Zeke wasn't listening. He couldn't believe that Idris was in the 
phone book. How could somebody so twisted advertise in the yellow 
pages? 


“Can you show me where?” he asked. 
Mrs. Simpson sighed. “Under Clowns. You can look it up yourself.” 


Without a moment's hesitation, he ran past her and headed downstairs 
to the kitchen to where the phone books were kept. 


“Maybe after you look up Mr. McFloot you can explain to me why 
you've been acting so strange the past couple of days,” she called after 
him. 

Yeah, right, Zeke thought miserably. As if you'd believe me. Sorry I've 
been acting so weird, Mom, but I think I'm turning into a clown. 


He grabbed the yellow pages out of the drawer and began rifling 
through the pages to the “C” section... Clocks... closets... clothing... 


Clowns. There weren't too many listed. His eyes widened. No, 
according to this book, there were only two clowns in all of Kings County. 
Their names were Mickey and Pinkie. Once again, Zeke's heart started 
pounding. This was impossible. There had to be some kind of mistake... 


“Find it?” Zeke's mom asked as she came into the kitchen. 


But Zeke was too terror-stricken to even respond. He could only 
gesture hopelessly at the book. 


Mrs. Simpson leaned over the book and frowned. She stared at the 
pages for what seemed like a long, long time. 


Finally she shook her head. “Well, I thought I found it in here. But I 
guess I was wrong. She laughed once. “It couldn't have just disappeared. 
Right?” 

Zeke couldn't even muster a fake smile to match hers. He could only 
stare blankly into space. Wrong, Mom, he thought. Very wrong. 


Chapter 9 


Dinner seemed endless that night. Zeke had no appetite. His parents 
kept asking him why he hadn't taken off his clown makeup. He could only 
shrug and say that the makeup was a little harder to wash off than he had 
thought. 


Harder, as in impossible, he kept adding silently. 


He gazed at his plate. Normally he loved chicken goulash. But tonight 
it just looked like slop. He pushed at the food listlessly while his mom and 
dad exchanged puzzled glances. 


Finally his mom cleared her throat. “Uh, Zeke?” she asked quietly. 
“Are you not feeling well?” 


He shook his head. “I guess not.” 
“What is it?” she asked. “I thought you loved goulash.” 


“Uh... I think I'm just really tired,” Zeke mumbled. “Is it alright if I 
go up to my room?” 


Mrs. Simpson nodded, looking concerned. “Sure, honey. I'll just put 
your dinner in a microwave dish. I'll come up and check on you in a little 
bit.” 


“Thanks.” Zeke's body felt like a limp sack of potatoes as he pushed 
himself from the table and plodded up the stairs. He could hear his parents 
whispering anxiously in the kitchen. They probably thought he had the 
stomach flu or something. It was almost funny. Here he was, turning into a 
clown right before their eyes, and they were worried because he hadn't 
finished his dinner. He shook his head. It would have been funny if it 
wasn't really happening. 


Zeke stepped across the mess on his floor and flopped down into bed. 
What were Eddie's parents thinking right now? Or Joanna's? He pictured 
Eddie and Joanna lying in their own beds at this moment, with their ratty 
red hair and pale faces and rosy cheeks, shivering under the covers, 


pretending that they were ill. Eddie's parents were probably worried sick 
after the nose incident, and now they had to deal with everything else... 


All at once, he giggled. 

He squeezed his eyes tightly shut. What was his problem? 
He giggled again. 

It's not funny! he told himself angrily. 


But it was no use. He started giggling violently. His laughter seemed 
to have a life of its own. The more he wanted to stop, the more he laughed. 
His body shimmied and quaked like a bowl of Jell-O. 


Stop it! he pleaded with himself. He could hardly breathe. Stop it... 
“Zeke?” 


Zeke bolted upright in bed. His mom was standing in the doorway. He 
hadn't even heard her come in. She looked absolutely flabbergasted. 


“Zeke, what in the world is so funny? Your father and I could hear 
you laughing all the way downstairs.” 


He shook his head. The giggling faded to a few last chuckles, then 
stopped. He took a deep breath. “I, uh... I really don't know,” he managed. 


Mrs. Simpson's eyes narrowed. She stroked her chin thoughtfully. 
“You know, Zeke, you've been acting very peculiar since your birthday. I 
wonder if maybe this clown business isn't such a good idea. You seem to 
be... well, to be honest, you seem to be getting sillier.” 


Zeke nodded eagerly. “I agree, Mom. I think I should quit Clown 
College. It cuts into schoolwork and all.” The words poured out of his 
mouth in a rapid rush. “I'll just throw all my clown stuff away. How does 
that sound?” 


Mrs. Simpson didn't say anything. She blinked a few times. Then she 
smiled knowingly. “Very funny, Zeke. Cuts into schoolwork? That's quite 
original. I will say one thing. Your sense of humor certainly hasn't 
suffered.” 


Zeke's mouth fell open. He couldn't believe it. His mom thought he 
was kidding. “I'm serious!” he cried. 


“Sure you are,” she said dryly. “You're a serious clown.” 


“No!” he shouted in a squeaky, desperate voice. “I am not a clown. I 
mean it. | am not a clown.” 


Mrs. Simpson sighed and rolled her eyes. “Whatever you say, Zeke. 
Look, why don't you try to get some rest. You're obviously in no shape to 
talk about this tonight. “ She tured to leave, then paused. “Oh — and 
before you go to sleep, please wash that makeup off your face. I don't want 
those sheets to get smudged. Good night.” 


Zeke didn't respond. He was in shock. He listened to his mother's 
footsteps on the stairs. She thought he wanted to be a clown. This was 
getting out of control. Majorly out of control. 


He collapsed back on his bed and closed his eyes, struggling to 
breathe evenly. He needed to calm down. He needed to think. Somehow, 
Idris Zanzibar McFloot was turning him into a clown. He was turning 
Joanna and Eddie into clowns. When had it started? They'd only known 
the guy for two days. 


The book. 


Yes... it had all started when Idris had given them copies of The 
Great Clown Handbook. Zeke remembered how he'd felt while reading it 
on the way home last night — even while looking through it at Eddie's this 
afternoon. He'd felt nutty and sharp and mischievous, as if he could do no 
wrong. His face shriveled in disgust. The thought of it now made his skin 
crawl. 


Zeke yawned, then rolled over in bed. It all came back to the book. 
The more he touched it, the more he felt like a clown. The more he looked 
like a clown. He had to get rid of it. He had to throw it away as soon as 
possible... 


Chapter 10 


“Rise and shine, Zeke!” a perky voice was yelling. “Time to get up!” 


Zeke blinked. He was totally disoriented. A harsh, blurry white light 
was bearing down on him. 


“Come on, Zeke!” 


Mom, Zeke thought groggily. Gradually, his vision came into focus. 
He was in bed, and his mother was pulling up the shades. Morning sunlight 
poured into the room. He was still dressed in the clothes he had been 
wearing yesterday. In fact, he was still wearing his sneakers. He must have 
fallen asleep last night before he could change into his pajamas... 


Suddenly he popped up in bed, wide awake. 


That meant he had also fallen asleep before he'd had a chance to get 
rid of The Great Clown Handbook. 


His glanced at the floor. Both his copies of the book were lying next 
to the bed. His pulse began to quicken. 


“Zeke, I thought I told you to wash that makeup off before you got 
into bed,” she said. “You probably got that awful red color all over your 
pillow.” 


“T doubt it,’ Zeke mumbled. He leapt out from under the covers and 
fumbled for the books, then tossed them into the top hat. “You can look for 
yourself.” 


Mrs. Simpson strolled over to the side of the bed and leaned forward 
to study the pillowcase. “You know, you're right,” she said after a moment. 
“There isn't a trace of the stuff. Everything is spotless.” 


But Zeke wasn't listening anymore. He was already halfway out the 
bedroom door, gripping the top hat tightly. He had to get to a garbage can 
— preferably one far, far away. 


“Where do you think you're going, young man?” his mother 
demanded as he stumbled down the stairs. 


“T'm throwing all this stuff out, Mom,” Zeke called. He raced out the 
door. “Like I told you last night, I'm giving up clowning for good.” 


“Zeke, get back here! It's cold out there. You need your jacket...” 


Her words faded to silence as Zeke hurried down the street. He 
shivered once. It was cold, but the chilly morning air felt good against his 
face. He stole a quick peek into the top hat. All he saw was that familiar, 
bottomless blackness — as if the books had been swallowed right out of 
existence. 


Zeke picked up his pace. I can't believe I ever got mixed up with this 
clown stuff, he thought. He saw a big green plastic garbage can on the curb 
at the end of his block and broke into a run. His feet pounded on the 
sidewalk pavement. I'm never, ever going to think or talk about clowns 
again— 

“Zeke Simpson!” a deep, raspy voice shouted. 

Zeke froze in his tracks. The blood turned to ice in his veins. That 
voice... 

“Yes, you!” The voice was directly behind him. “Where are you 
going with your magic top hat so early in the morning? Are you out to 
practice a little clowning?” 


No. It couldn't be. Not at seven-thirty in the morning. Slowly, Zeke 
turned to look over his shoulder. 


But there he was. 

Idris Zanzibar McFloot was standing not three feet away from him. 
Once again, he was wearing the same exact clown uniform he always did. 
But this time, Zeke wasn't surprised. Idris probably never took off his 
polka-dot outfit or oversized clown shoes. The menacing leer painted on 
his face was most likely just as much a part of him as his hands, or feet, or 
bright orange hair. 

“Well?” Idris growled. 

“Well what?” Zeke whispered, inching away from him. 


“Well... are you going to practice clowning?” Idris laughed loudly, 
then reached forward and plucked the top hat from Zeke's grasp. “I have a 


feeling that there's something inside of this thing.” He raised his eyebrows. 
“Am I right?” 


Zeke tried to say something, but all that came out of his mouth was a 
squeaky, terrified whimper. How had Idris snuck up on him so quickly? 
How had he appeared out of nowhere? 


“T guess there's only one way to find out,” Idris said, frowning. He 
flipped the hat right side up and tapped it twice. 


To Zeke's horror, both books came tumbling onto the sidewalk. 
“Whoa!” Idris cried. He bent down and scooped them up. 


Zeke took another step back. “You didn't need to say the rhyme,” he 
gasped. 


“Of course not,” Idris said. “When you're a pro like me, you don't 
need those silly poems to pull off good gags.” He glanced at the books. 
“But don't feel bad, Zeke. You're already well on your way. You're a 
natural. I mean, you've already mastered the book-cloning trick. That's a 
tough one.” 


Zeke shook his head. “The... the what trick?” 


“The book-cloning trick!” Idris exclaimed. He handed the books to 
Zeke and put the top hat on Zeke's head. There was nothing Zeke could do 
to stop him. He was too frightened to move much less protest. 


“Don't be so modest,” Idris continued. He winked at Zeke. “You've 
got two identical books here. Two clones. And you know what they say, 
Zeke. When all else fails... send in the clones!” He burst into raucous 
laughter. 


Instead of running, or screaming, or even just telling Idris to shut up, 
Zeke found himself chuckling right along with him. It was as if he were 
standing outside his own body, watching someone else — someone who 
was a total stranger. Summoning all his strength, he forced himself to hurl 
the books to the ground. 


“Hey there!” Idris snapped. The laughter abruptly stopped. “What do 
you think you're doing? Those books are worth a lot of money.” 


“T don't care,” Zeke stated, as steadily as possible. “If they're worth so 
much, you keep them. They'll be a lot safer in your hands than in mine. I 


don't want them.” 


Idris folded his arms across his chest. “What are you trying to tell me, 
Zeke?” 


“What do you think I'm trying to tell you?” Zeke barked. “I don't 
want your stupid books. I don't want to be a clown. Got it?” 


Idris didn't say anything. His expression didn't change. For a long 
time, he just stood there, looking at Zeke. Then his painted lips turned up 
in an impish grin. “I don't believe you,” he said. 


“You what?” Zeke shouted. He was no longer scared. He was just 
plain mad. Furious, in fact. “How can I make it clear to you? I don't want 
to be a clown. I don't want to ever see you again. I just want to get back to 
normal!” 


Idris wrinkled his brow, as if he had just caught a whiff of some foul 
odor. “Well, I don't know what's gotten into you, Zeke. You're obviously 
upset for some reason. But I know you don't want to give up Clown 
College. I know it.” 


Zeke sighed. He was almost too frustrated to argue anymore. “And 
how do you know that?” he asked. 


“Because I know you'll regret your decision if you quit.” Idris's voice 
hardened. “You'll regret it for a long, long time.” 


Zeke swallowed. Fear crept over him again. “Uh... what do you 
mean?” 


“Once you start being a clown, there's no turning back.” Idris laughed 
softly. “You of all people should know that, Zeke.” 


“I... I... don't believe you,” Zeke stammered. But even as he said the 
words, he knew they didn't sound very convincing. 


“Oh, yes, you do,” Idris said. “But enough of our yapping. You have 
to be getting ready for school.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a 
little red button. “Here's another little gift for you. It's a joy buzzer.” 


Zeke stared at Idris's outstretched hand. He didn't want to take it. But 
if he didn't, something bad might happen. 


Idris brought it closer. “Don't worry,” he said with a little chuckle. “It 
won't buzz you. I turned it off.” 


Zeke knew he had no choice. He reached out and grabbed the buzzer. 
BUZZZZZ! 
“Ow!” Zeke yelled. He shook his hand crossly. “What the —” 


Idris hooted with delight. “Oh, come on,” he said with a smirk. “You 
oughtta know by now that you can never trust a clown.” 

Zeke glared at him one last time, then turned and bolted toward his 
house. Enough was enough. He could hear Idris laughing as he ran. The 
sound enraged him. He was going to figure out a way to get out of this 
mess once and for all. He was going to get the best of Idris Zanzibar 
McFloot. 

When he reached his doorstep, Zeke turned around and screamed: 
“You're gonna pay for all this!” 


But nobody was there to hear his threat. 
Idris had vanished. 


Chapter 11 


“Hey, Simpson, what's with the makeup?” a pudgy kid sitting in the 
front of the school bus cried. 


“Yeah, what are you, some kind of clown?” another called. 
“That's a good look for ya, Zeke. Real nice.” 


Zeke groaned as the bus pulled away from the curb in front of his 
house. He should have never gotten out of bed this morning. He should 
have refused to come to school. He should have barricaded himself in his 
room... 


“Have a seat, Zeke,” the bus driver commanded. 


“All right.” Hanging his head, Zeke slunk down the aisle to the last 
seat, where Joanna was sitting. At least she looked absurd, too. A black 
scarf was wrapped tightly around her face. The same floppy hat was pulled 
low over her forehead. Only her eyes were visible. She looked like a 
mummy. 


Zeke swallowed. Once again, Eddie was nowhere to be seen. He 
couldn't help but feel a twinge of panic. Had something terrible happened 
to Eddie last night? 


“So your mom made you come to school, too, huh?” Joanna 
whispered as Zeke sat down beside her. Her voice was muffled under the 
scarf. 


“Yup,” Zeke mumbled. “She said that if I refused to take the makeup 
off, I would just have to pay the consequences. She said it would be my 
own fault if I got in trouble.” 


“At this point, I want to get in trouble,” Joanna muttered. “Suspension 
would be nice. Anything is better than going from class to class looking 
like this.” 


“Joanna — I saw Idris this morning,” he blurted 
“What?” she cried. 


A couple of kids glanced back at them. Zeke squirmed low in the seat. 
He knew his face was red. Actually, it probably wasn't red. It was probably 
still the same stark white, except for his cheeks and nose, of course. 


“Where did you see him?” she demanded. 


“Shhh.” He leaned close to her and spoke in a hushed voice. “He was 
on my street. He caught me as I was trying to throw out all my clown stuff. 
I tried telling him that I wanted to quit, but he said there was no turning 
back —” 


All of a sudden, a blast of cold water sprayed him right between the 
eyes. His entire face was instantly soaked. 


“Wha — what are you doing?” he spluttered. 
“T didn't mean to do that!” Joanna said pleadingly. “I swear!” 


Zeke blinked a few times and angrily wiped his dripping nose with 
his sleeve. “What was that?” he snapped. 


Then his eyes widened. Joanna was staring at something on the lapel 
of her wool coat. It was a big plastic yellow flower. 


It looked exactly the same as the one Idris wore. 


“1 — I found this here this morning,” she whispered in a quavering 
voice. “But I threw it away. I swear, I threw it away right before I got on 
the bus! You gotta believe —” 


“Okay, okay,” he interrupted. “Just calm down. I believe you.” 


“Zeke, this is too weird,” she breathed from under the scarf. She was 
shaking. “I mean it, man. This is crazy.” 

He brushed his face one last time and took a deep breath. “I know. 
That's why we've gotta come up with a plan. We've gotta figure out a way 
to stop Idris.” 

“Any ideas?” she asked hopefully. 

He shook his head. “Nope.” 


Joanna gulped. “I had a feeling you were gonna say that. “ She 
reached for the flower and tried to pull it off her lapel, but it was stuck. 
She wrenched at it savagely. It wouldn't come off. 


“Don't even bother,” Zeke said grimly. “I doubt if it will come off. It's 
probably permanent, like everything else.” 


After one last effort, Joanna let her hands fall into her lap. Zeke 
nervously chewed on a fingernail. He kept glancing at the flower. Did it 
have a mind of its own? Would it spray him again? Or worse? 


The moment the bus pulled up in front of the school doors, Zeke 
grabbed Joanna's arm. “Come with me,” he said, pulling her after him. 
“We're gonna throw all our clown stuff away. Right now.” 


Instead of following the dozens of kids rushing inside to their first- 
period classes, they headed immediately for the big metal dumpster on the 
side of the school building. Zeke looked around to make sure they were 
alone. Then he slung his book bag off his shoulder. 


“What should I do about this?” Joanna asked, pointing to the flower. 
“T mean, I can't exactly throw my coat away.” 


Zeke thought for a minute. “Try to get a hold of some scissors. If 
worst comes to worst, cut it off.” 


Joanna looked doubtful. “I don't know...” 


Zeke ripped open his school bag and lifted out a copy of The Great 
Clown Handbook, being careful only to touch it with the tip of his thumb 
and his forefinger. He held his breath. The book still looked as old and 
valuable as ever, with its delicate gold lettering and leather cover — but 
the mere sight of it was enough to make his stomach churn. He hurled it 
into the dumpster. 


“What if scissors don't work?” Joanna asked. Her voice was rising. “I 
mean, nothing worked for Eddie...” 


Zeke didn't answer. He was too busy concentrating on getting rid of 
the books. They were the cause of all their problems. In one fluid motion, 
he pulled the second book out of his bag, tossed it into the garbage, then 
slammed the lid of the dumpster shut. 


“There,” he said, breathing a sigh of relief. He looked at Joanna. “Hey 
— you wouldn't happen to have your copy, too, would you?” 


Joanna nodded slowly. She looked reluctant. “Zeke, I think... I think 
I'm going to hold on to mine,” she said. 


“What? Are you nuts? No way —” 


“No, just listen,” she interrupted. “I think we should keep a copy. I 
mean, Eddie used it to get his nose off. Right? Maybe it will help me get 
my flower off. Maybe it will even help us against Idris.” 


“How?” Zeke cried. “Joanna — the book is turning us into Idris!” 


“1 — I don't — I don't know,” she stuttered desperately. “All I know 
is that the book is powerful. And we're gonna need something powerful.” 


Zeke bit his lip. Joanna had a point there. But still... 
The first-period bell rang inside the building. 


“Look, we'll meet at lunch to talk about this, okay?” Zeke said. He 
closed his book bag and pulled it back over his shoulder. “In the meantime, 
let's both try to figure out what we're gonna do.” 


Joanna nodded. “All right.” 


Zeke hesitated for a second. “Uh... by the way, do you know why 
Eddie didn't come to school today?” he asked. 


“Who knows?” Joanna said uneasily. “Maybe his nose grew back.” 


Chapter 12 


Zeke couldn't bring himself to open the classroom door. 


He lurked in the hall, listening. He could already hear Mr. Powell, his 
math teacher, droning on in his annoying, nasal voice: “All right, class. 
Let's have a look at last night's homework assignment...” 


Homework! Zeke cringed. Not only was he late for first period, but he 
had completely forgotten to do his math homework. To make matters 
worse, he didn't even like math. And Mr. Powell wasn't exactly his favorite 
teacher, either. He was a small, mean, beady-eyed bald man whose pens 
were always leaking into his shirt pocket. 


“Problem one,” Mr. Powell announced. “Who would like to write it 
on the board?” 


Maybe I should just turn around and get out of here, Zeke thought, 
pacing back and forth in front of the door. I don't have my homework. Plus, 
there's no way I can go in there looking the way I do... 


Suddenly Zeke froze. He heard Mr. Powell's footsteps approaching 
him. The door flew open. 


Zeke just stood there, feeling like an absolute idiot. There was no 
point in saying anything. The expression of shame and guilt on his clown 
face would do all the talking for him. 


“Hmmm,” Mr. Powell muttered disdainfully. “I thought I heard 
someone fidgeting around out here.” He paused and shook his head. “But 
before you tell me why you're outside of class instead of in class, Mr. 
Simpson, would you mind telling me why you look so outrageous?” 


“T... [...,” Zeke started to say, but finally he just shrugged. 


“Very well put,” Mr. Powell stated blandly. “I suppose it's some kind 
of fashion statement.” He stepped aside and gestured toward an empty seat 
in the front row. “Please, come in. We're running a little late, as you might 
have guessed.” 


Zeke peered into the classroom. A few of the kids were already 
giggling and whispering. The ones in the back were craning their necks to 
get a look at him. He felt as if he were going to be sick. The scene was 
more than depressing. It was nightmarish. It made him want to just crawl 
into a hole and disappear. 


“We're waiting, Mr. Simpson,” Mr. Powell prodded. 

Zeke lumbered into the classroom and fell into his seat. 

“Nice face, Simpson!” somebody shouted. 

“Hey, Zeke, I hate to tell you this, but the circus already left town —” 


“Enough!” Mr. Powell barked. “There will be no more disruptions. 
Now where were we?” He bent over his desk at the front of the class and 
glanced at some notes. “Ah, yes. Problem one. We were waiting for 
someone to write it on the board.” His gaze slowly roved over the 
classroom. 


Please don't pick me, Zeke prayed silently. He kept eyes firmly glued 
to his desk. Please just leave me alone... 

“Mr. Simpson,” Mr. Powell announced, sounding very pleased with 
himself. “Yes, you'll do quite nicely. Problem One.” 

Zeke shook his head. He should have known he would have been 
picked. After all, everything else in his life had gone wrong today. Why 
not this, too? 

Mr. Powell marched over to Zeke's desk and thrust a piece of chalk 
under his nose. “Let's get cracking, Zeke,” he said sternly. “I'm tired of 
wasting time.” 


Zeke looked up. “But —” 


“No buts. I'm serious. Take this chalk, get out your homework, and 
write Problem One on the board. Now.” 


Zeke took a deep breath. He would just have to wing it. He would just 
have to get up in front of this classroom and make a fool of himself. Again. 


He reached for the chalk. But as soon as he touched Mr. Powell's 
hand... 


BUZZZZZ! 


“Good heavens!” Mr. Powell shrieked. 
The classroom erupted with laughter. 
Horrified, Zeke snatched his arm away. 


There was a small red button in his palm.He began shaking 
uncontrollably. It was the joy buzzer Idris had shown him this morning. 
Here. 


“You, you... delinquent!” Mr. Powell spat. His face was red with 
rage. He gripped his shocked fingers, kneading them. “You have crossed 
the line, young man. I won't have any clowning around in my class.” He 
jerked his head toward the door. “Out! Go to the principal's office. Now!” 


For a brief moment, Zeke was too stunned to react. He sat there, 
gaping in terror at the joy buzzer that had somehow materialized before 
him. Everybody was still cracking up. 


“You heard me!” Mr. Powell bellowed ferociously. “Now!” 


Zeke leapt out of his chair and scurried out of the classroom. He 
didn't even bother taking his book bag. At this point, he just wanted to put 
as much distance between himself and Mr. Powell as possible. 


“And don't bother coming back until you've washed that ridiculous 
makeup off your face!” Mr. Powell shouted after him. He slammed the 
classroom door. 


Zeke winced. Jeez. He had never seen Mr. Powell so mad before — 
not even when Eddie had put a whoopie cushion under his seat at the 
beginning of the semester. Then again, whoopie cushions didn't give 
people electric shocks. Joy buzzers actually hurt people. 


He glared angrily at the red button in his hand. He needed to get rid of 
this thing. But when he tried to shake it loose, he found that it was stuck. 


Of course, he thought. I should know better by now. Nothing Idris 
gives us ever comes off — unless we use the handbook. 


Well, this was neither the time nor the place to worry about it. He 
hurried down the deserted halls toward Principal Bonner's office. At least 
Principal Bonner had a sense of humor. Maybe he would just give Zeke 
detention instead of suspension. 


But the more Zeke thought about it, the more he wondered if maybe 
Joanna had the right idea. Maybe suspension would be a good thing. Well, 
except for the fact that his parents would ground him for the next seventy 
years, of course. But maybe that wouldn't be such a bad thing, either. At 
least he wouldn't have to see anyone. 


As he approached the office, Zeke saw that the door was slightly ajar. 
His spirits lifted a little. Maybe Principal Bonner had stepped out. He 
paused, then pushed the door open tentatively. 


“Joanna?” he gasped. 


Joanna was sitting in one of the two chairs that faced Principal 
Bonner's desk. She was all alone. Even though she still had her coat on, 
her hat and scarf were missing. Her bright red hair was sticking out 
everywhere. Her clownish face looked miserable. 


'What are you doing here?” Zeke hissed. “Where's Principal Bonner?” 


“He'll be right back,” she mumbled dejectedly. “He just went to get 
some coffee. Mrs. Blong sent me here. As soon as I walked into class, my 
flower sprayed her right in the face.” She frowned. “What are you doing 
here?” 


Zeke held up his hand to reveal the joy buzzer. “This got Mr. Powell.” 


Joanna's chalky white forehead wrinkled in confusion. “I didn't know 
you...” 


“Neither did I,” Zeke cut in. “Look, it doesn't matter.” He glanced 
back out the door. The hall was still empty. “Joanna, I think we should get 
out of here. Now.” 


“What do you mean?” Joanna asked slowly. “Leave school?” 


“Of course,” Zeke whispered impatiently. “If we're on our own, away 
from here, we can actually do something about this mess.” 


“Like what?” Joanna demanded. 


Instead of answering, Zeke reached forward and yanked her out of her 
chair by her coat. 


“Whoa,” she protested. “What are —” 


“Come on,” he grunted, pulling her after him. “There's no time to talk 
about this.” He dragged her into the hall — and the next thing he knew, the 
two of them were sprinting for the exit. 


“Hey!” Principal Bonner's voice shouted behind them. “Where do you 
two clowns think you're going? Hold it right there!” 


But Zeke and Joanna were already halfway down the street, running 
as fast as they could. 


Chapter 13 


After what must have been at least fifteen minutes, Zeke finally 
slowed to a trot, then stopped. “I think... I think we're safe,” he panted. 


Joanna nodded. She bent over, gasping for breath. 
“That word,” Zeke mumbled. “That word...” 


Joanna looked at him questioningly. She was still breathing too hard 
to speak. 


“Clowns,” Zeke said. “Principal Bonner called us clowns.” He made a 
face. “I hate that word.” 


“T know what you mean,” she managed after a moment. “So where 
are we going anyway?” 


“Eddie's,” Zeke replied. 


“Yeah... I was kinda wondering why we were running in that 
direction.” She stood up straight. “So you wanna tell me why we just 
probably got ourselves expelled just so we could go to Eddie's house?” 


“Because the three of us are going to find Idris and make him change 
us back to normal,” Zeke announced determinedly. He started walking 
again. “I don't know how, but we're going to do it. I mean, what's the point 
of even going to class if we're going to look and act like...?” He didn't 
finish the question. 


“T guess you're right,” she said, following him. “Hey, um, Zeke? 
Something just occurred to me. I don't think Eddie's mom is gonna be real 
thrilled to see us at ten o'clock on a school morning looking like —” She 
stopped herself. “Uh... looking the way we do.” 


Zeke shrugged. He hadn't even thought about that. Joanna was right, 
of course — but they'd worry about that when the time came. Right now 
they needed to start thinking. He stared at the sidewalk as he walked, 
burying his hands deep in his jacket pockets to protect them from the 
blustery morning wind. 


His mind was blank. For some reason, the quiet stillness of the streets 
distracted him. It was as if everybody were at work or at school — except 
them. 


“This doesn't feel real. I mean, playing hooky like this,’ Joanna 
murmured. “It feels like a dream. A bad dream.” 


“IT know,” Zeke replied. “But we probably would have been sent home 
anyway. What did Mrs. Blong say when you sprayed her?” 


“1 think she said, ‘Don't play games with me, young lady!’ Or 
something like that. I wasn't really listening.” 


Zeke sneered. “Everybody thinks this is some kind of game,” he said 
angrily. 
“Including Idris,” Joanna grumbled. “Remember what he said to us 


Sunday night? ‘Don't try to beat a clown at his own game’,” she imitated 
in a low, gravelly voice. 


The memory set Zeke's teeth on edge. Don't try to beat a clown at his 
own game. Yes, he remembered those words quite clearly. Idris had said 
them right before he disappeared in a cloud of smoke. And now that he 
thought about it, there had been a threatening undertone in Idris's voice. 
Not only had it been a very strange thing to say, but Idris had said it in a 
very strange way. 


“What are you thinking?” Joanna asked. 


“T don't know,” Zeke said distractedly. “I'm thinking that maybe Idris 
was trying to tell us something.” 


“Like what? That we're gonna be clowns for the rest of our lives?” 


“Well, yeah,” Zeke said. All at once he began to feel a sort of odd 
excitement — as if he were on the verge of solving a riddle. “But I think 
that he was also warning us.” 


Joanna was now Staring at him intently. “What are you getting at?” 


“Think about it. This whole time, Idris has had the upper hand. He's 
been pulling all the pranks on us. He's been making us look like clowns.” 
Zeke's voice rose. “But if we somehow turned the tables — if we somehow 
made him fall for one of his own gags...” He couldn't finish his thought. 


“But how?” 


“The Great Clown Handbook!” Zeke suddenly exclaimed. “Joanna — 
you were right all along. Idris has been using it to turn us into clowns. 
Now we need to use it against him.” 


Joanna chewed her lip. “Yeah. But that still doesn't answer my 
question. How?” 


Zeke's excitement began to dwindle. “I have no idea,” he said. He 
looked down the block. Eddie's white-brick house was just up ahead. Once 
again, all the windows were dark. Even the shades were drawn. 


The two of them slowed as they approached the front walk. 
“T don't know about this...” Joanna whispered. 


Zeke marched up to the front door. “Look, if Eddie's mom answers, 
we'll just tell her that we're doing a school project.” 


“School project,” Joanna repeated flatly. She gave him a look that 
plainly stated: That's the dumbest thing I've ever heard. 


“Well, do you have any ideas?” Zeke demanded. 


“Well, first of all, I think we should go to a phone and call. Maybe he 
isn't even there. Maybe his mom took him to a doctor or something. And if 
his mom answers —” 


“Shhh!” Zeke whispered. There was a sound inside. He brought a 
finger up to his lips. Yes, there it was again. Somebody was coming to the 
door. His eyes widened. Joanna's body tensed, as if she were going to 
make a run for it. 


“Zeke?” Eddie's muted voice asked from behind the door. “Joanna?” 


“Yeah, Eddie, it's us!” Zeke hissed. He relaxed a little. “Can you 
talk?” 


“Uh... sure.” He unlocked the door. It opened a crack. 


Zeke drew in his breath sharply. In the narrow sliver of shadowy 
darkness, he could see the faintest hint of a bright red clown nose. It 
floated in front of him as if suspended in midair. 


“Well don't just stand there,” Eddie said. “Come in before one the 
neighbors sees you and calls the cops or something.” 


Zeke pushed opened the door and hurriedly ushered Joanna in after 
him. They barely made it inside before Eddie shut the door with a loud 
slam. 


“What are you guys doing here?” he asked. 


It took Zeke a second to collect himself before he could reply. Not 
only was Eddie's clown nose back, but his face was a pure snow white — 
even whiter than Joanna's. His red cheeks stood out like two splotches of 
ketchup on an otherwise spotless plate. Even his lips seemed redder and 
fuller. “Uh... we just came to see if you were all right,” Zeke said 
uncomfortably. 


Eddie raised his eyebrows. “Well, that's nice, guys — but have you 
ever heard of something called ‘school’? It's this thing that happens most 
weekdays.” 


“Not for us, it doesn't,” Joanna replied. “Zeke and I were both kicked 
out of our first-period classes.” 


“You were?” Eddie cast an anxious glance between the two of them. 
“What happened?” 


“We acted like clowns,” Zeke said impatiently. “Look, it doesn't even 
really matter. The point is we're starting to lose control of our lives. I mean 
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“Eddie, is your mom here?” Joanna suddenly blurted, glancing around 
the darkened hall. 


Eddie sighed. “No. She went to the hardware store. She's really mad. I 
mean, I woke up this morming and my clown nose was back. Obviously, I 
didn't put it there. But, of course, she didn't believe me. She said I couldn't 
go to school looking like a clown. In fact, she's so embarrassed that she 
pulled all the curtains shut so the neighbors couldn't see me.” He took a 
deep breath. “If power tools don't work, she's gonna take me to the 
emergency room.” 


“Whoa,” Joanna murmured. “That's heavy.” 


Zeke put a reassuring hand on Eddie's shoulder. He felt horrible. 
Eddie was the one who didn't even want to get involved with Idris in the 


first place. “Don't worry, man. Joanna has the last copy of The Great 
Clown Handbook. We'll get your nose off right now.” 


But Eddie just shook his head. “Sure,” he said grimly. “It'll come 
off... for the time being. But it's just gonna grow back. You saw what the 
book said: ‘Instructions for Temporary Removal of Jolly Red Nose.’ Once 
you put it on, it's on for good.” 


Zeke swallowed. He didn't say anything. He couldn't say anything. 
After all, he had tried on the clown nose himself. Did that mean that he 
was destined to wear it for the rest of his life as well? 


Eddie started to nod. “You tried on the nose, too, didn't you?” he said 
sadly. “I thought so. Well, Zeke, old buddy, it looks like I don't owe you 
that ten million bucks, after all. We're clowns for life.” 


“No.” Zeke's voice was firm. He refused to believe that Idris had that 
much power over them — no matter how bad the situation looked. “I don't 
buy it. We're gonna go through every last page of that book until we figure 
out a way to get your nose off. For good.” He turned to Joanna. “Let's have 
a look...” 


His voice abruptly fell silent. Joanna wasn't even looking at them. Her 
eyes were bulging with terror. She had both hands over her lips. 


“Joanna, what is it?” Eddie cried. 
Instead of answering, she stuck her hand into her mouth. 
“Oh, no...” Zeke breathed. 


Joanna began pulling a purple handkerchief out of her mouth. She 
yanked it hard — but there was another tied to the end of the first. Then 
another. A muffled whimper came from deep in her throat. She began 
pulling faster and faster, but the steady stream of purple handkerchiefs just 
kept coming. 


This can't be happening, Zeke thought dizzily. It can't... 


Finally Joanna gave up. Her entire body was trembling. A long purple 
knotted rope dangled limply from her lips, hanging all the way down the 
length of her body. The end of it lay in a messy heap on the floor. 


“Mrffmmrrble!” she jabbered, unable to form any words because of 
the wad of cloth in her mouth. “Mffrmm!” 


Zeke and Eddie looked at each other. Neither of them said anything. 
And although Zeke couldn't be one-hundred-percent sure, he was almost 
positive Eddie was thinking the same thing. 


Now you are the Great Handkerchief Dork. 
Only this time, Zeke didn't want to laugh. 


Chapter 14 


“J—J—Joanna?” Eddie spluttered. “Uh, are you... are you all right?” 
Joanna shot Eddie a venomous look. “Mrffumblemrmm ?” 


Zeke ran a sweaty palm through his frizzy orange hair. “I think what 
she means is, Do I look like I'm all right?” 


Joanna blinked. She lifted some of the handkerchief rope up to her 
eyes. For a moment she just stared at it. Then she shuddered and let it 
drop. She glanced at Eddie and Zeke, lifting her shoulders as if to say, 
Now what do we do? 


Zeke reached forward and pulled The Great Clown Handbook out of 
Joanna's coat pocket. “First things first,” he said. His hands were so shaky 
that he could barely open the cover, let alone turn the pages. The yellowed 
paper grew damp under his moist fingers. Finally he managed to get to the 
table of contents. He brought his face closer, straining his eyes in the dim 
light of the front hall. “The handkerchief stuff is probably under ‘Gags, 
Stunts, and Tricks’.” 


“Yeah,” Eddie said. “I think I saw something about it — Hey!” 
Zeke looked up just in time to see the plastic yellow flower on 


Joanna's coat blasting water right into Eddie's clown nose. Eddie stumbled 
backward. Joanna was shaking her head in despair. 


“Mrffm!” she cried. “Mrffm!” 


Eddie stood there for a minute, breathing heavily. His round red nose 
was soggy wet and sagging. It had lost some of its shape. He stared at 
Joanna. His fists were tightly clenched. His eyes were burning. 


“Eddie — she didn't mean it,” Zeke said quickly, stepping between 
them. “The flower has a mind of its own. It got me this morning on the 
bus. I'm serious. She has no control over it. You gotta believe me.” 


“Yeah,” Eddie muttered. “Right.” 


“Do you think Joanna would spray you at a time like this?” Zeke 
asked. “Look at her, Eddie. She can't even talk!” 
“That's right,” he shot back. “She lets her flower do the talking for 
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her. 


Joanna stamped her feet in desperation. She gave Eddie a pleading 
look, then turned to Zeke with the same expression, as if she were saying: 
Help me convince him! Please! 


Zeke opened his mouth to argue on Joanna's behalf. But to his utter 
horror and amazement, all that came out was an obnoxious, piercing laugh: 
“Ha-ha-ha! Ha-ha-ha!” 


He slapped a hand over his lips. This was not the time for another 
uncontrollable giggling fit. Now both Eddie and Joanna were glaring at 
him. Suddenly he remembered he was holding The Great Clown 
Handbook. He let it drop. It fell to the tile floor with a loud thwack. The 
sound of it brought him back to his senses. 


“What's so funny?” Eddie yelled. 


“Don't you see what's happening here?” Zeke whispered fearfully. 
“This clown stuff is turning us against each other. We can't let it happen. 
We can't let it control us. We have to stick together.” 


All at once, a look of understanding crossed Eddie's face. “Oh, man.” 
He shook his head. “It's exactly what Idris said: You can't beat a clown at 
his own game. That's what these stupid gags are proving. They're making 
us angrier and angrier because we can't outdo each other.” 


“Right,” Zeke agreed, “but we aren't clowns. So no matter what 
happens, no matter what kind of pranks it may look like we're pulling on 
each other — just ignore them. Ignore everything. We're a team. We've 
gotta concentrate on getting out of this.” 


Eddie nodded. “We've gotta concentrate on Idris.” 


“Exactly,” Zeke said. He could feel his confidence returning. As long 
as they stuck together, things would work out. He was about to say 
something else when there was a loud, single knock on the door. 


The three of them exchanged frightened glances. 


“Your mom?” Zeke mouthed. 


Eddie shook his head. “She has the key,” he whispered. He peered 
through the peephole. “Who is it?” he asked. 


There was no reply. Instead, Zeke saw the doorknob turning slowly. 
His heart lurched. Eddie had unlocked the door to let Joanna and him in... 


“Eddie,” Zeke warned. “Lock the bolt —” 
The door exploded open, nearly sending Eddie flying off his feet. 
“Hello kids!” rasped that all-too-familiar voice. “Surprise!” 


Zeke felt his insides turn to liquid. Any trace of hope drained out of 
him. It was as if he had a leak in the bottom of his shoes. 


Idris Zanibar McFloot stood in the doorway, his arms folded across 
his polka-dot shirt. His black top hat was pulled low, casting his face in 
shadow. “Sorry to barge in on you like this, but I had a feeling you'd be 
playing hooky. It's just like a clown to play hooky, you know.” He looked 
at Zeke. “I told you that you were natural. Wasn't I right?” 


Zeke was too terrified to reply. 


“Well, well, well,” Idris said. “Lost your voice, eh?” He chuckled, 
then stepped inside. “I guess the Great Handkerchief Dork has lost her 
voice as well,” he said with a sidelong peek at Joanna. “Hard to talk trash 
with all those hankies in your mouth, huh?” 


Joanna took a step back. But her feet got tangled in the mass of purple 
cloth and she nearly went tumbling to the floor — until Idris caught her by 
the arm. 


“Whoa, there!” he cried. He pulled her to her feet and helped her 
steady herself. “You gotta be careful, Joanna. Some of these gags can be 
dangerous. You know what they say on TV.” He gave his deep, rumbling 
voice an official air. “Please don't try this at home.” He laughed again. 


Joanna wrenched free of his grasp. Gathering his courage, Zeke 
immediately stepped forward. “What do you want?” he asked hoarsely. 


“Good question, Zeke,” Idris said. He flashed a crafty smile. “To be 
honest, I was worried about you kids. I mean, from what we've just seen of 
Joanna, it's clear you shouldn't be left unsupervised.” He pointed at the 
copy of The Great Clown Handbook lying on the floor at Zeke's feet, then 
clucked his tongue disapprovingly. “And just look at how you treat my 


valuable property. No respect, I tell you. None at all.” He bent down and 
picked up the book, then shoved it into his pocket. “I need to teach you all 
some manners.” 


“Clowns don't have manners,” Zeke growled. “Remember?” 


Idris just laughed. “Not like normal people, Zeke. But we do have 
manners. That's why I'm taking you to Clown College.” 


Eddie shivered. “You mean... you mean right now?” 


Idris shrugged dramatically. “No better time than the present. Right?” 
He gestured out the open door to a long black limousine with black tinted 
windows parked in front of the house. “My clownmobile is waiting.” 


Zeke swallowed. Normally, he thought limos were cool. But the 
circumstances were far from normal. 


“B-but we have school,” Eddie protested. “We have to be getting 
back.” 


“Eddie, please.” Idris rolled his eyes. “You haven't been to school 
since Friday. Besides, none of you will be needing that lame school 
anymore.” 


Zeke's heart started pounding furiously. “What do you mean?” he 
asked. 


Idris just laughed. “What do you think I mean? As of this moment, 
you are enrolled in Clown College as full-time students.” 


He pointed to the limousine. “Now let's get moving.” 


Chapter 15 


Zeke walked as slowly as he possibly could to the limousine, 
desperately hoping that Eddie's mom would return from the hardware 
store, or that a neighbor would see them and do something... but the street 
remained as still and silent as ever. Idris held the door open as Eddie 
climbed in the back. 


Joanna had a little trouble. She kept tripping over the purple 
handkerchiefs. Finally, she gathered all of them up in her arms and 
collapsed into the car after Eddie. 


Zeke hesitated outside. 


“First time in a limo, huh?” Idris asked him. “Don't worry. They're 
perfectly safe.” 


For a moment, Zeke was tempted to turn and start running. He could 
just dash straight home and call for help, but that would leave Joanna and 
Eddie in there with him — and that was no good. Knowing Idris, the 
clownmobile might just disappear. No, if the three of them were going to 
have any hope of escaping Idris, they would have to do it together. 


“What are you waiting for — a written invitation?” Idris barked. Then 
he giggled. “I stole that line from Eddie, you know. The kid's got a knack 
for one-liners.” 


Taking a deep breath, Zeke forced himself to get into the limousine. 
Inside, it seemed even bigger than it had looked from the outside. Zeke 
sank into a plush velvety seat next to Joanna and Eddie. He felt as if the 
deep cushion nearly swallowed him whole. He glanced over at Joanna. The 
purple handkerchiefs now lay in a huge mound on her lap. 


Idris clambered in and shut the door behind him. He stretched out 
directly across from the three of them in a long seat that faced the rear. 
Behind him, a darkened window separated the back of the limousine from 
the front. Zeke couldn't see the driver. Idris tapped the window and the 
limousine slowly began easing down the street. 


“Smooth ride, huh?” Idris asked. 


Zeke squirmed in the cushion. He had never felt more helpless in his 
life. Nobody said a word. 


Idris laughed. “Why all the long faces? We're going to Clown 
College!” 


“J think you just answered your own question,” Eddie mumbled 
dismally. 


“Hmmm.” Idris stroked his painted chin. “Eddie, for some reason, I 
have this funny feeling that you're not very excited about going to Clown 
College. Am I right?” 


Eddie didn't answer. 


“Now, this wouldn't have to do with something your older brother 
told you, would it?” 


“What?” Eddie gasped. He shot a quick, accusatory look at Zeke. 
“How did —” 


“It was nothing Zeke told me, I assure you,” Idris interrupted. His 
sneer grew more pronounced. “I just make it my business to know these 
things.” 


Zeke's face fell. If he had ever had any doubts that Idris could really 
read their minds, those doubts had just been erased. 


“You see, Eddie,” Idris continued, “your brother was right — up to a 
point. That clown in the black hat was me, obviously.” He pointed at his 
top hat. “But nobody disappeared. They just all went on to become 
clowns. Some of the world's greatest clowns, I might add.” 


“Yeah, but it wasn't like they had a choice,” Eddie spat. “You turned 
them into clowns.” 


“Mrrfffmmble!” Joanna added, frowning. 


Easy, Zeke thought nervously, biting his lip. Making Idris angry now 
wouldn't do any of them any good. Not when they were trapped in his car. 


But Idris just laughed that annoying laugh of his. “Really, you two 
think too much of me. Nobody can turn anybody else into a clown. The 
clown spirit lives in all of us. I just choose the right people. The ones who 


will let that spirit grow.” His voice grew solemn. “I just give those people 
certain tools to help them on their way.” 


Zeke frowned. “Like The Great Clown Handbook.” 


“Precisely,” Idris said, sounding satisfied. “Or like Eddie's clown 
nose. Or like Joanna's hankies. Or like —” 


“But why did you choose us?” Zeke demanded. “I never had any 
clown spirit. I always thought clowns —” 


“Were for dorks,” Idris finished impatiently. “Yes, yes, I'm sure you 
believed you thought that. But when you saw me perform at your birthday, 
you changed your mind, didn't you?” 


Zeke couldn't respond. He felt totally ill. He couldn't even bring 
himself to look Idris in the eyes anymore — because Idris was right. 


“You see, Zeke, you do have clown spirit,” Idris said quietly. “You 
just didn't know it at the time. All the trash talking you did, all the pranks 
you pulled, these were all the makings of a clown. I'm just helping to put 
on the finishing touches.” 


“Well what if we changed our minds again?” Eddie yelled. “What if 
we stop pulling pranks? What if we never want to see you again?” 


Idris raised his eyebrows. “You, Eddie — give up the pranks?” He 
started laughing hysterically. “Never in a million years. You're always 
going to have one more chance to put a whoopie cushion under Mr. 
Powell's chair and —” 


Water splattered over Idris's face. 


Zeke's jaw dropped. He couldn't believe it. He turned to Joanna. She 
was squeezing her flower as hard as she could, but the spray had quickly 
shrunk to a messy dribble over her coat and the purple handkerchiefs. 


Idris ran a polka-dot sleeve across his face. He blinked several times. 
He wasn't laughing anymore. “Nice one,” he said flatly. 


Zeke tensed. There was a look in Idris's eyes — a look Zeke had 
never seen before. His pupils seemed unusually large and black. He looked 
enraged. 


Uh-oh, Zeke thought. 


But suddenly, Idris's face returned to normal. He chuckled once. 
“There you have it. That pure clown spirit. “ He glanced at Eddie. “See, 
Eddie, your friend Joanna has it. But to answer your question, we have a 
little test for clowns who think they have changed their minds.” 


Eddie licked his lips. “What's that?” he asked nervously. 


“Well, you remember “The Box of Doom,’ don't you? The last trick in 
The Great Clown Handbook? You see, the reason it's called the Box of 
Doom is because it spells certain doom for all those who have lost their 
clown spirit.” Idris leaned forward and lowered his voice. “It spells certain 
doom for anyone who doesn't appreciate a good gag. 


Zeke swallowed. “What are you getting at?” 


“It's quite simple, really,” Idris said, leaning back in his seat. “I just 
drop each of you into the box. If you are a true clown, then you pop right 
out.” He paused. “And if not...” 


Zeke glanced at Joanna and Eddie. Their faces were as petrified as 
his. 


Idris laughed. “Well, there's no point worrying about that. We're all 
clowns here. Right?” 


Chapter 16 


The morning sun had disappeared behind an ominous bank of gray 
clouds by the time the limousine turned off Thirteenth Street onto Black 
Oak Street. Zeke peered nervously out the window. The neighborhood 
looked even worse during the day than it did at night. Every single one of 
the buildings was filthy and falling apart. None of them looked as if they 
had been occupied for years. 


“Here we are,” Idris announced as the limousine rolled to a stop in 
front of a tall, gray stone house. “Clown College. Everybody out.” 


With a grunt, Zeke forced himself from the deep soft seat and out the 
door. The air seemed to have gotten colder. He stood and stared at the 
house, shivering in the breeze as Joanna, Eddie, and Idris got out of the 
limousine, one by one. 


The Clown College looked only slightly different from the rest of the 
buildings in the neighborhood. It was a house, after all. It had a sloped roof 
and a chimney and a long staircase that led up to a big pair of wooden 
double doors. And it looked a little cleaner. None of its windows were 
missing. 


Aside from that, it was just as dark and grim as everything else. 
Idris began walking up the stairs. None of them followed. 


“Well, come on!” he cried, waving his arm. “It's cold out here.” He 
paused for a second. “Oh, I get it. 1 know what you're thinking. It doesn't 
look like much of a Clown College, I know. You were expecting big circus 
tents and elephants and bright lights. Right?” 


Zeke glanced at Joanna and Eddie. Big circus tents? 


“Well, obviously I can't have that,” Idris stated. “I mean, then the 
place would be mobbed. Right? I can't have just anyone wandering in off 
the streets.” He climbed the rest of the steps and pulled open one of the 
doors. “This Clown College caters to a very select crowd.” 


Nobody moved. 


“Come on!” Idris cried. 


Finally Eddie sighed. “A very select crowd,” he mumbled. He trudged 
up the stairs. 


Joanna hung her head. Her frizzy orange hair fell into her white face. 
But she followed Eddie, tucking the jumble of purple handkerchiefs under 
one arm. 


Zeke's teeth chattered. He couldn't help but notice that Joanna and 
Eddie had never looked more alike than they did right now. Only this time, 
it wasn't because of their blond hair and blue eyes and mischievous smiles. 
It was because they both looked exactly like Idris. And so did he. 


No wonder Eddie and Joanna were giving up. What would be the 
point of fighting or running? The damage had already been done. 


“Let's go, Zeke,” Idris said. “We don't want you to catch cold. Let's 
see some of that clown spirit, huh?” 


Clown spirit, Zeke repeated wretchedly to himself. He mounted the 
Staircase slowly taking each step one at a time. If it wasn't for his stupid 
“clown spirit,” he would be safely in school right now, snoozing through 
third-period science. 


“Come in, come,” Idris said. He laughed. “Don't be shy. Step right 
this way. Ha ha ha!” 


Zeke could barely see two feet in front of him as he walked through 
the doors. There was almost no light inside the house at all. He blinked and 
squinted, struggling to make sense of his surroundings. Gradually he 
became aware that the three of them were standing at the edge of a very 
large, empty room with extremely high ceilings. In the center of the barren 
stone floor stood a huge black box. It must have been three feet tall on a 
side, at least. 


The door slammed shut behind them with a loud boom. 
The three of them jumped at the sound. 


“Now before we get started,” Idris said, “I'm afraid we're just going to 
have to take care of this one small piece of business.” He rubbed his hands 
together eagerly and approached the box. “It's just a formality. I have no 
doubt you'll pass with flying colors.” 


Zeke began inching back toward the door. He couldn't help it. 
“Ah, ah, ah,” Idris said. “Come here.” 


The three of them looked at each other. Zeke's knees were so weak 
and shaky that he could hardly walk. Joanna dropped her armful of purple 
handkerchiefs on the floor, but she didn't even seem to notice. Her eyes 
were glued to the frightening black cube. 


Idris held out his hands. “Listen,” he said encouragingly. “The longer 
you wait, the longer it'll take to get started on the real fun.” 


Zeke tried to move forward. But his feet didn't seem to want to 
cooperate. 


“T'll tell you what,” Idris said. “I'll give you a little demonstration 
first.” He pulled Joanna's copy of The Great Clown Handbook from his 
pocket. “The box won't swallow clowns. And obviously, this book isn't a 
clown. Right? Now listen carefully.” He stuck his hand over the box, then 
let the book drop. 


There was no sound. It was as if the box had no bottom at all. The 
silence went on longer and longer, screaming into Zeke's ears until he 
thought he was going to pass out. 


Finally Idris let out a small chuckle. “See? Anything or anyone that 
isn't a true clown just gets swallowed right up.” He snapped his fingers. 
“Poof! It's gone. Forever.” 


Zeke hung his head. He knew right at that moment that they were 
truly doomed. Their last hope had been to use The Great Clown Handbook 
against Idris — and now it was gone for good. There was nothing they 
could do... 


All at once, Joanna began leaning as if she were going to fall. Zeke 
glanced at her feet. They had somehow gotten wrapped in the 
handkerchiefs again. She waved her arms wildly, but just before she lost 
all control, Idris swept forward and saved her from keeling over onto the 
floor. 


“Careful now, young lady!” he cried. “You're really having problems 
with those things, aren't you?” He dragged her over to the edge of the box, 
then put her on her feet. After quickly gathering up all the handkerchiefs 


and shoving them back into her arms, he said, “Get a grip on yourself. 
Why don't you go first?” 
“Ffffllmmm 2” she whispered fearfully. 


“Yes.” He winked at Zeke and Eddie. “The sooner you get this over 
with, the better it will be for all of us. Right?” 


Chapter 17 


Joanna stood on her tiptoes and peered into the box. Her body 
quivered. She shot a horrified look over her shoulder at Zeke. 


“Don't be scared, Joanna,” Idris said calmly. “After that business in 
the car, I know you have the true clown spirit. You appreciate a good gag.” 


Suddenly, a wild, frantic idea flashed through Zeke's brain. Yes, it 
was true Joanna appreciated a good gag — but Idris obviously didn't, at 
least when it came to one played on him. He had been furious when Joanna 
had sprayed him. Zeke had seen the look in his eyes. So if Idris were 
telling the truth, if the evil black bottomless box spelled certain doom for 
anyone who didn't appreciate a good gag then they really could beat him at 
his own game. 


Before he even allowed himself to think any further, he sprang 
forward and snatched the mass of purple handkerchiefs from Joanna's 


grasp. 
“Zeke, what on earth do you think you are doing?” Idris barked 
savagely. 


But Zeke didn't answer. Instead, he began running around the room 
wildly, waving the purple handkerchiefs over his head. Joanna stood still, 
looking utterly shocked. Her jaw hung open, with handkerchiefs pouring 
out of her mouth as if she had an endless spool of them inside her stomach. 


“Get back here, you little creep!” Idris shrieked. He began chasing 
after him. “This isn't the time for this nonsense.” 


“Why not?” Zeke yelled breathlessly. “I'm a clown, aren't I?” 
Idris didn't answer. He just growled. 


In spite of his fear, Zeke couldn't help but smile as he raced around 
the room. Finally, Zeke thought. That growl certainly didn't sound 
clownish. Not in the least. They had beaten him at his own game. But Idris 
was right on his heels and closing fast. Somehow Zeke had to get him into 
that box... 


“Sorry, kid.” Idris's voice was right behind him now. “But I told you I 
was going to have to teach you some manners.” 


A cold, heavy hand clamped down on his shoulder. 


Instinctively, Zeke dropped the purple handkerchiefs and whirled 
around to try to yank the hand off. 


BUZZZZZ! 
“Yikes!” Idris screamed. “What the —” 


The joy buzzer! Zeke had completely forgotten about it. But there it 
was — still stuck to the palm that had just touched Idris's clammy fingers. 
Idris staggered backward toward Joanna, nursing his shocked hand. His 
face was wrinkled in pain and confusion. 


Zeke knew he didn't have a second to lose. His plan suddenly came 
together before he even had a chance to think through it. 


“Joanna, spray him!” Zeke cried. 


Without hesitation, Joanna jumped in front of Idris and squeezed her 
flower as hard as she could. Idris tried to spin away, but he was too late. 
The watery blast caught him full in the face. 


“No!” Idris clasped his hands over his eyes. “S—s-—stop this,” he 
spluttered, weaving back and forth in front of the Box of Doom. “I 
command you! That's enough! This isn't funny.” But his voice sounded 
more bewildered than frightening. 


Zeke grabbed the end of the handkerchief rope off the floor and began 
running in quick little circles around Idris. Within seconds, he had 
wrapped Idris's polka-dot legs in a tight purple binding. 


“What are you doing?” Idris demanded. He tried to kick, but his eyes 
bulged when he found he couldn't move. He teetered from one side to the 
other, following Zeke with his eyes. “Stop that, you fool!” 


Finally Zeke let the handkerchiefs drop. He slid down on all fours in 
the narrow space on the floor between Idris and the Box of Doom. “Eddie, 
push him hard!” he cried. 


But of course, Eddie had already seen what was coming. Before Zeke 
had even finished yelling, Eddie was bounding forward at full speed and 


lowering his shoulder. 
“Noooo!” Idris yelled. 


Zeke squeezed his eyes closed. He held his breath as Eddie came 
barreling into Idris... 


“Oomph,” Idris groaned. 


Zeke felt Idris's body slam against his side. There was a moment of 
confusion as Eddie came toppling down on him. Zeke opened his eyes just 
in time to catch a glimpse of Idris hurtling through the air and into the Box 
of Doom. 


“Noooooooo!” Idris howled. 


Eddie and Zeke lay in a tangled mess on the floor, staring at each 
other. Neither one of them breathed. Zeke listened as hard as he could 
while Idris kept screaming. 


“Noooooooo!” 


But his voice grew fainter and fainter. Zeke glanced up at Joanna. The 
purple handkerchiefs were shooting out of her mouth in a blur. 


And then, suddenly, the rope came to an end. The last of the purple 
cloth vanished into the box. 


“Bleah,” Joanna spat. She panted, making a face. “Yuck. That was 
gross.” 


“Shhh!” Eddie whispered excitedly. “Listen!” 


Zeke strained his ears. But there was nothing. Idris's voice had faded 
into silence. A smile slowly spread across Zeke's face. 


“He's gone,” Eddie said. 


The two of them scrambled to their feet and peered over the side of 
the Box of Doom. A momentary shudder passed through Zeke. There was 
nothing but empty blackness. It was just like looking into the top hat. 


“Do you really think he's gone?” Joanna murmured. 
Zeke nodded. “Yup.” 
“He disappeared,” Eddie said. “Just like that.” 


Zeke looked at his two friends. “I guess he never learned his own 
most important lesson.” 


“What's that?” Joanna asked. 


Zeke smiled. “Never trust a clown.” 


Chapter 18 


The three of them huddled around the Box of Doom, staring into the 
darkness for a long, long time. Finally Eddie cleared his throat. 


“Guys?” he said. “Ah... what do we do now?” 

Zeke looked at him. He frowned. Eddie still looked like a clown — a 
clown with a white face, rosy red cheeks, frizzy orange hair, and a red bulb 
for a nose. The sight of it made Zeke mad. Idris was gone. Shouldn't they 


be allowed to go back to normal now? He reached forward and yanked at 
Eddie's clown nose. 


“Hey!” Eddie cried. 

But the nose popped off into Zeke's hand. 
The three of them gazed at it in astonishment. 
“T don't believe it,’ Eddie whispered. 


Neither did Zeke, really. But now that it was off, there was no point in 
holding onto it. He immediately tossed it into the Box of Doom. Then an 
idea occurred to him. The handkerchiefs stopped coming out of Joanna's 
mouth the moment Idris had disappeared. After that, Eddie's clown nose 
had come off easily. 


Zeke licked his forefinger and rubbed his face. “Is the color smudging 
at all?” he asked. 


Eddie nodded excitedly. “Yeah! It's coming off! I can see your normal 
skin!” 
Zeke examined his finger. Sure enough, it was covered with moist 
white paint. 


“You guys?” Joanna said. “That's really great and all, but do you think 
we can get out of here. This place is giving me the creeps.” 


“Good idea,” Zeke said. Without another word, the three of them 
headed out the big double doors. 


And then they froze. 


Zeke saw a sight he'd never thought he'd see in a million years. 


Eddie's mom, Joanna's mom, and his mom were all marching angrily 
up the front steps. And Principal Bonner was right behind them. 


“T told you we'd find them here!” Eddie's mom barked. They stood 
face-to-face with Eddie, Zeke, and Joanna. “I knew it!” 


Zeke was far too confused to speak. Luckily he didn't have to. Joanna 
started speaking right away. 


“What are you doing here?” Joanna asked incredulously. “How did 
you find us?” 


“Tt wasn't hard, I'll tell you that much,” Principal Bonner stated 
gravely. “No, it didn't take an ace detective. You three clowns aren't that 
smart.” 


Zeke's mom reached into her pocket and pulled out a crumpled piece 
of paper. “Directions to the Clown College,” she said, waving them in 
front of Zeke's face. “You left them in your pants' pocket. Given the way 
you three have been acting the past few days, it didn't take long to figure 
out you'd be here.” 


Zeke began shaking his head. “But —” 


“No buts, mister. Ditching school to take clown lessons is not — I 
repeat not — smart thinking. It's not what you would call a wise move.” 
Her face started turning bright red. “It's stupid!” 


'Where is that clown, anyway?” Joanna's mom asked. 


Zeke shrugged. Joanna's mom was a mousy little woman who was 
barely taller than Joanna herself and, in his opinion, wasn't much fun — 
even when they weren't in trouble. 


“T'd like to have a word with him,” she added. “Joanna?” 


“He's — uh — gone,” Joanna said quickly. “He had some errands to 
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run. 


“Errands!” Principal Bonner yelled. “He encourages you three kids to 
ditch school and then goes running errands!” 


“We can explain,” Eddie pleaded. “There's a —” 


“And you!” Eddie's mother shrieked. “You managed to get that clown 
nose off, after all, didn't you? So was it all an act? You know, for all the 
worry you put me through...” 


At that point, Zeke just decided to tune the conversation out. It was 
far easier just to stand there and nod blankly while four adults screamed at 
them. Trying to tell the truth certainly wouldn't work. Neither Principal 
Bonner nor their parents would listen. They simply weren't in the mood. 
Zeke knew he just needed to sit back and accept whatever punishment they 
gave him — which turmed out to be three days of suspension and then 
detention until Christmas. 


Zeke's mom also decided to throw in a couple of months' worth of 
grounding in the car on the way home. 


Still, Zeke knew it could have been worse. Idris could have thrown 
them into the Box of Doom. 


But then again, they might have just popped back out. He grinned as 
the car pulled into the driveway. They all were clowns, after all. 


The moment Zeke got inside, his mother sent him straight to the 
bathroom to wash the makeup off his face and wash the hair dye out of his 
hair. All of it came off easily in the shower. When he was done, he looked 
at himself in the mirror. There were his brown hair, his brown eyes, and 
normal skin — all as they had been before. He breathed a long sigh of 
relief. Then he put on his clothes and collapsed into bed. 


“That's the last time I'm ever going to have anything to do with 
clowns,” he said out loud. 


Suddenly he remembered something. The top hat Idris had given him 
was still in his room. He sat up in bed. Yes, there it was, sitting on his 
desk. 


Well, he certainly didn't need that anymore. 


He hopped up and walked over to it, taking one last peek into the 
black emptiness that lurked inside. He shivered once, then picked it off his 
desk. He flipped it over and tucked it under his arm, then headed for the 
door. 


But then he paused. 


Had he heard a thumping noise at his feet? 

He glanced down at the floor and gasped. 

Two copies of The Great Clown Handbook were lying in front of him. 
“No,” he whispered, shaking. “No...” 


And though he could never be certain, he was almost positive he 
heard Idris's voice whisper something in return. 


It was a line he knew all too well. 


Never trust a clown, Zeke. 
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